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I  INTRODUCTION 
 
 
1.1 – INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH-TOPIC 
 
The main theme of this thesis is the study of mortuary practices of Ceramic Age sites on 
the mainland of Colombia, Western-Venezuela and the off-shore islands Aruba, Curaçao 
and Bonaire.  
The study of mortuary practices has been of great importance for the field of 
archaeology since the nineteenth century, when the first comparative study of mortuary 
practices was published by H.C. Yarrow (Yarrow 1880, 1881). In the last two decades the 
study of mortuary practices in the Caribbean region developed rapidly and became more 
focussed on the entire burial, the social aspects of such a burial, and the taphonomical 
processes rather than just focussing on the skeletal remains recovered from burial 
contexts (Crespo-Torres et al. in press). However, with the development of new 
techniques much more than biological sex and age can be derived from these skeletal 
remains, such as information on the diet and provenance of these past inhabitants 
(Crespo-Torres et al. in press; Larsen 2006). The research carried out in this thesis is 
fundamental for the understanding of the cultural practices of past inhabitants of the 
archaeological sites and the interaction between these inhabitants. This study, 
furthermore, gives insight into the way in which these people acted upon the death of a 
person and which social aspects played an important role in the construction and 
performance of these practices. This will then ultimately lead to understanding the 
attitudes of these past inhabitants towards the concepts of life, death, and afterlife.  
The research presented in this thesis consists of a literature study, based on 
archaeological- and ethnographic literature, combined with the analyses of the data 
gathered from this literature. In many cases, the mortuary data that has been gathered 
through archaeological research is often limited to the physical remains recovered from 
excavation contexts. In historical contexts, historic information can aid in understanding 
the representativeness of this mortuary data, whereas in prehistoric contexts it is 
important to be extra cautious when interpreting recovered human remains in terms of 
what they represent, mean, and through which processes they entered the archaeological 
record, as there is no written source that can aid in this interpretation (Weiss-Krejci 2011, 
68). The main issue in the archaeological study of mortuary practices is the assumption 
that what has been excavated from burial contexts is representative of the entire society, 
which results in an incorrect understanding of the mortuary practices of ancient societies 
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(Bradley 1995; Brown 1995; Chapman 2005; Weiss-Krejci 2011). Rather, mortuary 
practices are complex social events, consisting of various inter-relational activities, 
involving many different people each with their own specific task during these rituals, 
which are not always possible to retrieve archaeologically (Fowler 2004; Malville 2005; 
Parker-Pearson 1982, 1999, Rakita 2005).  
Based on many ethnographic and anthropological studies conducted over the past 
50 years, mortuary practices can in general be defined as: all the activities relating to the 
treatment of a person surrounding death. These activities entail more than the placement 
of the body of the deceased into a grave, or the cremation of these human remains. It is 
important to note that although the greater part of these activities take place after death, 
some activities take place during the period leading up to the death of a person in cases 
where death in inevitable. Mortuary practices are best understood as an accumulation of 
different activities, not necessarily with a direct involvement of the dead person’s body. 
Taking this into consideration, mortuary practices can be viewed as extended practices 
since a wide variety of activities are involved in the ritual, such as the washing and 
dressing of the body, mourning periods, feasts, and many other activities (Basso 1973, 
1985; Estel 1958; Fausto 2002; Fock 1963; Gallagher 1964; Malville 2005; Perrin 1987; 
Reichel-Dolmatoff 1971; Trinkaus 1984; Turner 2009).  
In prehistoric contexts the use of ethnographic or ethnohistoric literature – when 
available – can often aid in understanding the representativeness of the mortuary data, as 
they provide insight into the social- and religious- cultural aspects of a society under 
study. This is of importance for this particular study in order to get an idea of how the 
archaeologically retrieved data would fit into the cultural context of a society.  
Additionally, theories taken from social studies that focus on the sociality of 
people and communities, can aid in understanding the various, often social aspects of 
mortuary practices of a particular community. Such theories can aid in revealing 
information on how communities interacted with each other, how they acted upon the 
death of a person, and what aspects of the mortuary practices are representative for the 
sociality of a person or community.  
Similarly, in present-day societies the concepts of life, death and afterlife are of 
great interest to the general public as the discussion on these concepts is often vivid and 
furthermore numerous exhibitions in museums on this topic can be seen as representative 
of this interest. The main theme of these exhibitions is the manner in which people in 
other parts of the world deal with these concepts and how they act upon the death of a 
relative. Mortuary practices or rituals can be very personal and directly related to the 
deceased person, but often they are based on the proverbial written and unwritten rules 
ascribed to such a ritual. These written rules are for instance national laws and regulations 
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concerning death – at least in contemporary Western societies – that dictate the way in 
which a deceased should be buried or cremated which inherently limits the variability of 
these practices. Additionally, there are rules, both written and unwritten, which are 
imposed by a certain religion or worldview that has a limiting effect on the variability, 
and the manner in which a mortuary ritual is constructed and performed. The effect of 
religion and worldview on mortuary practices will be further explored in the next chapter.  
Mortuary practices are in general rather diverse, and this diversity is based on a number 
of factors such as biological sex, age, worldview, social position, diseases, and life 
phases. For instance, the mortuary practices of the Kayapó, an indigenous community 
situated in Central Brazil, are strongly influenced by their animistic worldviews and 
personhood (Turner 2009). The Kayapó believe that objects made and used by a person 
become inseparable from his or her identity (Turner 2009, 162). These objects must be 
altered in such a way in order to share in the death of this person. This means, that the 
objects should be de-objectified – or rather, destroyed – so they can join the rest of the 
owner in the grave (Turner 2009). The destruction of personal objects, along with the 
cutting of the hairs of the surviving relatives, serves the function of preventing the 
deceased from finding its way back to the living with the purpose of killing the latter so 
that the living can accompany him in the world of the dead (Turner 2009, 152). All of the 
de-objectified items are placed besides the body in the grave which is then filled and 
covered; the grave then becomes part of the process of its own de-objectification (Turner 
2009). The focus of the study of mortuary practices, however, should not be on the 
underlying meaning of these practices as this could differ from one participant to another, 
but should rather be on the characterization of these practices (Nilsson Stutz 2008). This 
will be more elaborately discussed in the next chapter.  
 
1.2 – ARCHAEOLOGICAL STUDIES WITHIN THE RESEARCH AREA: AN INTRODUCTION 
 
This research is focussed on the study of mortuary practices of Ceramic Age groups 
situated on the coastal mainland of Colombia, Western-Venezuela, and the off-shore 
islands Aruba, Curaçao and Bonaire (see Fig. 1). The main interest in this study is the 
presence and practice of urn-burials; a practice involving the burial of human remains, in 
which non-cremated human remains are interred in ceramic vessels, both primary and 
secondary. The practice of urn burials within the research area represents a fraction of the 
great diversity in mortuary practices recorded in this area. However, in particular the 
study of the burials urns which have been recovered from this area is quite extensive. 
Researchers have conducted numerous studies on the shape, form, production, colour, 
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and positioning of these burial urns (Bennett 1937; Du Ry 1961; Nomland 1933, 1935; 
Osgood and Howard 1943; Rouse and Cruxent 1963; Steward 1948). The results of these 
studies show that pottery styles found on sites on Curaçao and Bonaire are comparable to 
each other, while pottery styles on Aruban sites seem to be more related to the 
Venezuelan mainland (Dijkhoff 1997; Du Ry 1961, 96). Besides the extensive study of 
burial urns, the burial practices themselves, involving these urns, were also an important 
aspect of these studies since these practices were considered evidence for interaction 
between the mainland and the islands (Du Ry 1961; Haviser 1987, 1991; Van Heekeren 
1959, 1963; Versteeg and Rostain 1997; Wagenaar-Hummelinck 1959). The latter aspect 
will be further discussed in the third chapter of this thesis. Even though a great amount of 
research has been done on the burial urns, the burials themselves, and in some cases on 
the relation between practices on the mainland and on the islands, there has been no in-
depth comparative study on the practices themselves. Even more so, no research has been 
conducted on the social aspects of these mortuary practices while focussing on what 
diversity in mortuary practices can reveal about attitudes towards life, death, and afterlife. 
 
 
19 
 
Figure 1, Overview of the sites studied in this research. 
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Although the particular practice of urn-burial is characteristic for the research area as it is 
not a common practice within the Caribbean region, it is rather widespread through the 
mainland of south-eastern North America, Central America and all over South America 
(Erickson 2000; Haviser 1991; Lothrop 1932, Nordenskiöld 1920; Wagner 1973). 
Similarly, in this region there has been no in-depth comparative study on these practices 
as well as on the social aspects of these mortuary practices. Recently, a burial site has 
been excavated in French Guyana on Yalimapo, dating to the Late Ceramic Age (Coutet 
2010). Preliminary conclusions from the field report reveal that the urn burials recovered 
on this site are comparable to the urn burials known from Colombia, Venezuela and the 
off-shore islands. Research on this site has been primarily focussed on the urns 
themselves, rather than on the entire burial (Coutet pers. comm.). A brief description of 
the recovered human remains is present but no detailed study has been performed on 
these remains (Coutet 2011).  
Further southward and deeper into the Amazon Basin, urn burials have been 
recorded as well (see Fig. 2). These urn burials – in contrast to the in general unpainted 
plain ware recovered from the coastal region of South America – are generally more 
elaborate (Roosevelt 1993). Among the people living near the Maracá River in the Lower 
Amazon, for instance, there are two types of burial urns: anthropomorphic urns, 
consisting of a seated human figure on a stool, and zoomorphic urns in the form of a 
standing four-legged animal (Guapindaia 2001, 163). The burial urns known from the 
Marajoara-region have been studied by Betty Meggers and Clifford Evans (Meggers and 
Evans 1957). These burial urns are decorated with geometric motifs and images of 
animals and humans (Schaan 2001, 119). 
 
 
Figure 2, Burial urns from the Maracá-region on the left (after Guapindaia 2001, 164), and from 
the Marajoara-region on the right (after Roosevelt 1993, 262). 
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1.3 – RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 
The study of mortuary practices in archaeological contexts provides information on the 
final deposition of a human body, through which it is possible to comprehend the 
mortuary ritual given to this individual, at least of the final phase(s) of this ritual. In 
general, burials that are uncovered archaeologically are interpreted as the final deposition 
of the deceased person, which can be understood as representing the final stage of this 
person’s mortuary ritual. However, such burials may not have been a deliberate final 
deposition or final stage of a mortuary practice as further activities may have not been 
executed for various reasons. Mortuary practices are in general social events comprising 
of both material aspects, which can be retrieved archaeologically, and immaterial aspects 
composed of social activities and rituals.  
In order to get a clear idea of the full embodiment of the mortuary practices, and 
its various, often social components performed by the societies under study in this 
research, it is important to complement the archaeological dataset with ethnographic data. 
Additionally, through the combination of these datasets a context is provided in which the 
material remains can be placed, which gives insight into how the social and religious 
aspects of the society under study are represented in their mortuary practices. Besides 
using ethnographic data to complement the archaeological data in this particular study, it 
is important to apply different theories and models from various fields in social studies on 
the datasets as they will aid in the understanding of these rituals, especially if these 
burials are interpreted as final depositions which are part of extended mortuary practices. 
Through the theories and models, which are primarily focussed on ritual, personhood, 
rites of passage, worldview and materiality, it is possible to delve deeper into the datasets. 
Furthermore, they aid in revealing essential information on the social aspects of mortuary 
practices and moreover, on the sociality of these communities; how they interacted, how 
they perceived the world, and the concepts of life, death, and afterlife (Carr 1995; 
Fahlander and Oestigaard 2008; Fowler 2004; Hiebert 2008; Malafouris and Renfrew 
2010; Meskell 2000; Miller 2005; Pauketat 2003). 
 A great amount of research has been done in the study area. However, as 
mentioned previously, there has been no in-depth comparative study of the various 
mortuary practices present in this area, how they relate to other cultural practices and 
what they can reveal about attitudes towards life, death and afterlife. The archaeological 
dataset, recorded in a database, provides a clear, straight-cut picture of the diversity in 
these practices on sites within the research area. Patterns in the archaeological data can be 
distinguished between different types of burials as well as the preference for a specific 
type of burial through the structured use of a database, for example by using queries and 
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by cross referencing variables. However, in order to get an understanding of the social 
aspects of these practices it is essential to use more than merely the archaeological 
dataset. The use of ethnographic sources as complementary for archaeological evidence 
has been long-lasting topic of debate, and will also be further discussed throughout this 
thesis. 
This research is focussed on distinguishing patterns, based on various social 
aspects among burials on one site, and between sites. The use of ethnographic sources 
assembled from various indigenous communities in the vicinity of the research area is 
necessary in this study, in order to comprehend how the mortuary practices would have 
fit into the cultural context of the societies under study. The main issue in this research is 
the degree in which the ethnographic data can be used as complementary for the 
archaeological dataset in order to understand mortuary practices in a broader context and 
as a fully embodied social event. The first step in this research project was getting 
acquainted with the study of mortuary practices, or more specifically; the social aspects 
of these practices, and getting acquainted with the chosen research area. During this 
process several issues have arisen, for instance, there has been no in-depth comparative 
study on the variability of mortuary practices present in this research area; which social 
aspects are part of these practices, how they relate to other cultural practices and what 
they can reveal about attitudes towards life, death and afterlife. These findings have led to 
the following research questions: 
 
“How can the various social aspects of mortuary practices be distinguished using 
archaeological evidence of Ceramic Age sites in Colombia, Western-Venezuela and the 
off-shore islands complemented by ethnographic data from the same region?” 
 
In order to fully answer this question it is necessary to study the archaeological and 
ethnographic dataset separately before bringing them together. This is achieved through 
the following sub-questions:  
 
 Focussing on the archaeological dataset, what can be stated about the treatment of 
the deceased by studying the different variables set in the research database?  
 
The variables that built up the database used in this research provide, among others, 
information on the type of burial (e.g. primary, secondary, single, multiple), burial 
architecture, physical anthropological characteristics of the deceased, and the presence or 
absence of grave goods.  
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 Is there inter- and intra- site diversity in mortuary practices?  
 
 What does patterning in burial practices reveal about the relation between different 
(groups of) people?  
 
 Looking at the ethnographic dataset, what do the ethnographic sources reveal about 
the social aspects of the mortuary practices of the indigenous communities? 
 
 How does the ethnographic dataset on mortuary practices compare to the 
archaeological dataset? 
 
1.4 – RESEARCH AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
 
This research has two main objectives; the first and main objective is to study how the 
various social aspects of mortuary practices within the research area can be elucidated 
using archaeological evidence and ethnographic data. This research is innovative as there 
has been no in-depth comparative study on the variability in mortuary practices known 
from this area. The approach taken in this research project is aimed on applying 
ethnographic data found suitable for the archaeological dataset, which will aid in 
understanding these practices and placing the archaeological evidence in a broader 
context. The use of ethnographic data is of great value to the study of mortuary practices 
as they aid in reconstructing the material and immaterial aspects of these practices. The 
approach taken in this research can in general be explained as a research strategy aimed to 
understand the relationships of material culture to culture as a whole (David and Kramer 
2001). A clear example is a burial containing a ceramic vessel which is placed over the 
head of the buried individual; archaeologically it is possible to determine whether or not 
the vessel was placed along with the individual or was added at a later time, however the 
activities surrounding the placement of this vessel into the grave are often unknown. The 
use of ethnographic data improves the interpretation of these material remains as it 
provides insight in mortuary activities, how they were constructed and performed, 
whereas without the use of this data only an archaeological description is available. In 
other words, the use of ethnographic data in archaeological studies links the material 
remains to the human behaviour from which they resulted. In the study of mortuary 
practices, ethnographic data thus provides insight in the different practices, what they 
reveal about attitudes towards death and afterlife, and aids in understanding these 
different practices in relation to the socio-cultural structure of a society.  
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The second objective is to make a synthesis of the mortuary practices present in the 
research area in order to identify patterns, with the aid of a database. Through this 
database it is possible to create an overview of the available data and organize them, 
which is necessary in order to distinguish patterns on both an inter- and intra-site level. 
Furthermore, this database is constructed in such a way that it can be easily altered and 
applied in similar studies in other areas of the Caribbean region or in other places in the 
world where mortuary practices are studied through archaeology. The ethnographic 
dataset will consist of in-depth information on the different societies that have been 
studied, their daily practices, and their attitudes towards death and burial. It is important 
to note here, that the database will contain the archaeological dataset only. 
Besides the use of ethnographic sources in order to identify the various social 
aspects of mortuary practices within the research area, it is necessary to apply theories 
from different fields in social studies to the data. This is relevant for the approach of the 
social aspects of the practices. This theoretical framework will consist of theories on 
ritual, personhood, rites of passage, worldview and materiality, which give insight in the 
individual person and more importantly in the interaction between people (Bell 1992; 
Eriksen 2001; Fahlander and Oestigaard 2008; Fowler 2004, 2010; Hiebert 2008; 
Krmpotich 2010; Malafouris and Renfrew 2010; Maurer 2006; Meskell 2000; Miller 
2005; Pauketat 2003; Van Gennep 1909; Weiss-Krejci 2011). 
 The importance of this study is not just the scientific or archaeological value it 
has, this study also adds to the understanding of present-day practices or rituals 
concerning death and burial. A mortuary practice is often executed simultaneously by 
many people, however every person has his or her own idea or meaning behind the way 
someone is buried, or is supposed to be buried. There are general rules ascribed to the 
execution of the practices or rituals, either by law, religion, worldview or tradition. Since 
mortuary practices are usually social events, it is important to understand how these 
practices would have fit into the socio-cultural context of a society. Furthermore, gaining 
more knowledge on past societies and the way their culture and practices were 
constructed contributes to our understanding of practices among similar societies, both 
past and present-day. 
  
1.5 – GENERAL THESIS OUTLINE  
 
The second chapter of this thesis is focussed upon presenting the theories and methods 
that have been applied to this study, discussing the choices that were made as well as the 
pitfalls of performing a literature study. The theories presented in this second chapter 
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include some of the more recent theories that are applied in archaeology and 
anthropology in dealing with social rituals or practices, similar to the focus of this 
research. Furthermore, the database which is created for this research is explained in this 
chapter, a description is given of how this database was constructed and how it is used in 
this study. The third chapter deals with the ethnographic data. In this chapter a total of 
seven ethnographic sources assembled from various societies inhabiting the mainland of 
South America will be presented. An introduction of every indigenous community is 
given, as well as a detailed description of their daily life activities and rituals and their 
attitudes towards death and burial. In the fourth chapter the archaeological dataset is 
presented. First a brief introduction of the cultural history of the research area is given, in 
which the present ceramic styles as well as evidence for interaction between the islands 
and the mainland will be discussed. In the second half of this chapter, the sites from the 
mainland and the islands will be discussed, as well as the burials that have been recovered 
from these sites, with a focus on the sites that have been studied in depth.  
In the fifth chapter the analyses and the results will be presented. Firstly, a 
general introduction to the analysing process is given, after which the results of each site 
are presented. At the end of this chapter the sites will be compared to each other and to 
the archaeological dataset used in this study, highlighting identified patterns in the data. 
In the sixth chapter the results of the analysis of the archaeological data are brought 
together with the ethnographic data, and are discussed in depth. Additionally an in-depth 
discussion is presented regarding the results of the analysis and the applied theoretical 
framework. Furthermore, the research questions are answered and discussed, as well as 
the research aims and objectives. Lastly, chapter seven consists of a short summary of the 
thesis, followed by the conclusions, and ends with suggestions for further research. 
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II  THEORIES AND METHODS 
 
 
2.1 – INTRODUCTION  
 
Mortuary practices can in general be defined as: all the activities relating to the treatment 
of a person after death. These activities do not necessarily entail the direct involvement of 
the body of the deceased, the actual burying of the deceased in this sense is thus part of 
what can be called extended mortuary practices. Mourning periods, for instance are also 
considered to be part of such a mortuary practice, as well as leaving the body of the 
deceased in a hammock for a couple of days. All the activities that are in close relation to 
the mortuary treatment of a deceased person, together, form a particular mortuary practice 
or ritual. Mortuary practices can best be understood as social events, consisting of many 
inter-relational activities, the elements of which are not necessarily retrievable 
archaeologically (Fowler 2004; Nilsson Stutz 2010; Parker-Pearson 1982; Trinkaus 
1984). Furthermore, the burying of the deceased does not automatically indicate the final 
phase of a mortuary ritual as secondary burial or further treatment can occur years later.  
 To fill in the gaps in the archaeological reconstruction of these practices, 
ethnographic documents are applied. In other words, these units of analysis give insight 
in how mortuary practices would have been part of the socio-cultural aspect of a society, 
as they represent the manner in which indigenous societies acted upon the death of a 
person, and relate these activities to other cultural practices. Such an approach is 
important in various studies dealing with the social aspects of society, and is of particular 
importance to this study as the quality and quantity of the archaeological dataset is scarce. 
The use of archaeological and ethnographic data derived from literature and the risks of 
such an approach will be further explained in paragraph 2.3.  
The theoretical framework is an important aspect of this research project and is 
necessary in order to fully understand burial practices in the area. These theories that are 
primarily focussed on ritual, personhood, rites of passage, worldview and materiality, will 
provide insight into the sociality of the indigenous communities under study. 
Additionally, by applying the theoretical framework to the ethnographic data it is possible 
to get insight in the way these practices were constructed, conducted, and which social 
aspects were part of these practices. The latter will ultimately aid in our understanding of 
present-day societies and their cultural practices, especially those practices concerning 
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death and burial. The various sets of concepts that build up the theoretical framework will 
be further reviewed in the Theory-section below. 
In addition to presenting the theoretical framework applied in this research it is 
important to outline the methods that have been used throughout this study. This research 
is primarily based on the study of archaeological and ethnographic literature. What this 
type of study entails and how a research project based on literature should be approached 
will be outlined in paragraph 2.3.1. Specifically for this study a database was created in 
order to categorize different aspects of excavated burials; such as: age, biological sex, 
position of the deceased. These well-defined variables are essential in order to identify 
patterns in the dataset. With this database, a synthesis can be produced, through which it 
is possible to discern patterns in mortuary practices of the sites under study. The way the 
database is constructed as well as how and why the variables have been determined will 
be more elaborately discussed in paragraph 2.3.2. 
 
2.2 – THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  
 
The study of mortuary practices is not merely a study of the material remains that are 
retrieved from burials and the surrounding area when a site is being excavated, but is far 
more complex, especially when the study of mortuary practices is understood as the study 
of all activities that are related to the treatment of an individual surrounding death. This 
study encompasses the material aspect that can be retrieved archaeologically on one hand, 
but on the other hand also the immaterial aspect that give such practices body. Taken 
together, they form the entire practice and aid in understanding the totality of these 
practices as part of socio-cultural activities. It should be made clear that the study of 
mortuary practices should not focus on the underlying meaning because the meaning can 
differ from one participant to another. The focus should be on the actual performance of 
the ritual as the knowledge about how to deal with death is shared among all participants, 
even though these practices might alter over time (Nilsson Stutz 2008, 23).  
The following paragraphs will elaborate on some of the recent theories that are 
often applied in archaeology and anthropology, in order to interpret social rituals or 
practices and how these events were part of the culture a society. As will become clear in 
the following paragraphs, the manner in which mortuary practices are constructed and 
conducted among the societies under study is determined by their attitudes towards life, 
death, and afterlife. The various theoretical concepts focussing on ritual, rites of passage, 
personhood, worldview and materiality build up the theoretical framework that is applied 
in this study. Each concept deals with a specific aspect which can be seen as a 
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determinant factor for the construction of a mortuary practice. Theoretical concepts such 
as personhood and rites of passage aid in shedding light on the manner in which persons 
interacted with each other, how different individuals were looked upon as members of the 
society, and eventually on how this influenced the diversity in mortuary practices present 
within a society. Other concepts focussing on worldview and materiality aid in revealing 
information on the interaction between humans and non-humans, as well as on how the 
world is perceived by the societies under study. Every theoretical concept focusses on a 
specific social aspect of a society, and each influences the outcome of a mortuary practice 
in one way or another. Furthermore, by exploring these concepts and combining them 
creating one theoretical framework it is possible to get a deeper understanding of these 
aspects; how they relate and influence each other and in what way they affect the manner 
in which a mortuary is constructed and conducted. Thus, taken together, these concepts 
aid in getting a full understanding of the sociality of the societies under study and the 
manner in which quotidian activities and practices were constructed.  
However, before the various theories are outlined it is necessary to briefly discuss 
the on-going debates in the fields of anthropology and archaeology concerning the study 
of mortuary ritual.  
 
2.2.1 – MORTUARY PRACTICES:  THE CURRENT STATE OF AFFAIRS  
 
Since the nineteenth century, the study of mortuary practices has been of great 
importance for archaeologists, when the first comparative study of mortuary practices 
was published by H.C. Yarrow (Yarrow 1880, 1881). The study gradually developed into 
an important instrument that contributes to the reconstruction of past societies and to the 
complexity of these. In the twentieth century, publications by Hertz (1960) and Van 
Gennep (1909), focussing on social aspects of mortuary rituals, were two of the most 
influential studies in the field. 
 Between the late 1960s and 1970s there was a shift from the view of different 
mortuary practices as being a result of philosophical-religious beliefs and worldviews, 
towards the view that variations in mortuary practices is a result of social organization 
(Carr 1995). Lewis Binford (1971) studied the relationship between mortuary variability 
and social complexity, and concluded that the way in which individuals are treated in 
death and the variation in this treatment is determined by the social organization. 
Furthermore, he stated that the variability in mortuary practices is related to the social 
persona of the deceased, which is determined by daily life activities, social roles, and 
social relationships. In his view, the status of an individual is represented in his/her 
mortuary practice by, for instance, the number of grave goods and the manner in which a 
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burial is constructed (Binford 1971). Arthur Saxe’s ideas were in close relation to those 
of Binford as the work of both scholars was focussed on the social persona of the 
deceased as being the primary determinant for variation in mortuary practices (Chapman 
1977; Nilsson Stutz 2003). In his unpublished dissertation Social dimensions of mortuary 
practices, Saxe (1970) formulated eight hypotheses about how mortuary treatment is 
related to the social persona and how the latter varies according to social structure. In his 
work, he attempted to create a model which can be used as a means to reconstruct social 
complexity, in which the burial is a reflection of the social status – thus the complexity of 
the socio-political organization of a society – and social persona of the deceased (Saxe 
1970).  This processual approach to the study of mortuary rituals is generally understood 
as the Saxe-Binford approach in which; “differences in mortuary treatment are direct 
reflections of status differentials in the living society” (Keswani 2004, 3). 
 The Saxe-Binford approach was heavily criticized by many researchers who did 
not agree with the statement that the “wealth” of a burial can be used as a direct link to 
the social status of the buried individual (Cannon 1989; Carr 1995; David and Kramer 
2001; Hodder 1980; Pader 1982; Parker-Pearson 1982, 1999). Ian Hodder was one of first 
to publically criticize the work of Saxe and Binford by stating that burial analysis should 
be concerned with attitudes towards life and death, rather than focussing exclusively on 
the economic organization and social ranking (Hodder 1980). Similar to Hodder’s 
perspective, Pader saw ritual as a form of reflecting an ideal state of things rather than the 
mundane reality (Pader 1982, 41). She argued that variation in mortuary treatment, 
therefore, cannot be seen as a reflection of everyday social reality among the living. 
Instead, patterning in mortuary practices should be understood as being formed, in 
significant part, by the active creation and re-creation of society as rituals are highly 
structured settings, resulting of societal behaviour (Pader 1982). Additionally, Aubrey 
Cannon (1989) suggested that: “Mortuary displays are cultural phenomena that are 
frequently un-associated with social and economic organisation”. In this post-
processualist point of view it is argued that grave goods, for instance, should not be seen 
as personal items, since these could have been specially made for funerary purposes 
(Parker-Pearson 1999). Furthermore, scholars with this post-processualist point of view 
state that mortuary rituals are used as a means to transform, re-define, or reconstruct 
power or social relationships, or on the other hand, the death of a person may also be used 
to challenge the continuity of former relationships (Fahlander and Oestigaard 2008; 
Fowler 2004; Rakita 2005). Mortuary practices are, in this sense, not composed of roles 
but of cultural practices, and these practices serve as active agents of cultural change 
(Parker-Pearson 1999). Thus, according to this approach, mortuary practices should be 
studied in the context of the culture as a whole.  
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The most recent theories concerning the study of mortuary practices are more focussed on 
the reconstruction of the ritual context, in terms of the behavioural and social aspects that 
are part of these practices (Hoogland and Hofman in press; Rakita 2005). The toolbox 
which is used in the study of mortuary practices has become more expanded by the 
utilization of models and theories drawn from ethnohistory, bioarchaeology, and 
sociocultural anthropology (Rakita 2005). Rather than reconstructing cultural change and 
cultural continuation, the study of mortuary practices has become more aimed on the 
reconstruction of the social relationships between the deceased and the living, both on a 
more or less individual level between members of a society and a global level by looking 
at the worldview a society adopts.   
In this research, the study of mortuary practices is utilized as a means to 
reconstruct mortuary rituals in order to get an idea of the various social aspects part of 
these practices, rather than as a means to reconstruct social complexity. It is believed in 
this research that mortuary practices are far more complex than the Saxe-Binford 
approach deems them to be. This is also supported by ethnographic studies which clearly 
show the level of complexity as well as the many different aspects which are part of these 
practices (Basso 1973, 1985; Estel 1958; Fausto 2002; Fock 1963; Gallagher 1964; 
Malville 2005; Perrin 1987; Reichel-Dolmatoff 1971; Trinkaus 1984; Turner 2009). The 
variation in mortuary practices is seen as merely suggestive for the social status of the 
deceased and the socio-political complexity of a society as many other social factors are 
also involved in the construction and execution of these practices.   
 
2.2.1.1 – RITUALS AND RITES OF PASSAGE  
 
The sociality of a society is largely represented by ritualized activities or practices, since 
they display various socio-cultural aspects such as the belief systems of a society and its 
members. Mortuary practices or mortuary rituals are such representatives as they 
demonstrate, to a certain extent, the value given and the life or death of an individual. 
These mortuary practices, however, cannot be studied thoroughly without explaining and 
understanding the concept of ritual first.  
The study of ritual finds its origin early in the twentieth century when Emile 
Durkheim presented his model, and argued that ritual served as the means by which 
individuals are brought together as a collective group (Durkheim 1915). His work has 
become of great importance to the field of anthropology, although over the past decades 
there have been new developments in the study of ritual. Despite the fact that scholars 
acknowledge the importance of studying ritual practice, their role in society has been 
under-theorized (Verhoeven 2011). Although Bell (2007) has argued that ritual cannot be 
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defined in a satisfactory way because ritual has too many functions and meanings, it is 
necessary to give a definition of the term ritual which is used in this study. Generally, in 
the study of ritual, a close association between ritual and belief is present as ritual has 
often been defined as the social aspect of religion (Bell 1992; Durkheim 1915; Eriksen 
2001). When, for instance, religion is defined as a system of notions about life, death and 
afterlife, rituals are the social processes and praxis through which a concrete expression 
of these notions is given (Eriksen 2001). In this sense ritual can be understood as 
thoughtless, routinized, habitual actions, or rather; a mere physical expression of cultural 
ideas and as a form of social control (Bell 1992; Leach 1976). Although this definition of 
ritual and its correlation with religion seems highly plausible, it is important to keep the 
minor variances in the performance of a ritual or practice in mind as they might be 
indicative of the influence of other social factors on such a ritual.  
In most communities social life is comprised of major and minor ritual 
performances with rites to mark pregnancy, birth, marriage and death as major events, 
which define relationships within a society (Bell 1997, 95; Nilsson Stutz 2003, 67). These 
events are generally understood as markings of entering another life stage which is 
reached not only through the event itself, but through the entire ritual performed during 
such a transition to another life stage.  
According to Arnold van Gennep (1909) these rituals, or rather ritual 
performances, are basically ceremonies which mark a person’s transition from one stage 
of social life into another. These rites of passage consist of three different stages; the pre-
liminal stage or the rite of separation, the liminal stage which is often regarded as the rite 
of transition, and the third and final stage is the post-liminal stage or the rite of 
incorporation (Van Gennep 1909). In general, the first rite is marked by rites of 
purification of the old identity, followed by the rite of transition during which the person 
is kept, in a place that is symbolically outside the sociocultural order (Van Gennep 1909). 
During the third rite the individual is seen as not belonging to either of the categories, as 
he already “left” his former social role but has not yet entered the new social role. This 
last rite, the rite of incorporation, is focussed on welcoming the person into a new stage of 
life (Van Gennep 1909). It is important to note here that the “former” social role has not 
disappeared, rather after going through a rite of passage the new social state of being has 
become a new aspect of the sociality of a person. The three – pre-liminal, liminal, and 
post-liminal – stages which build up the ritual performance of a rite of passage are not 
necessarily equally represented in a ritual or ceremony; they are all present but the 
emphasis may be on just one or two of the three stages. Furthermore, the duration of such 
a ritual and of each stage is depended upon the event and the community conducting the 
ritual. Due to the fact that the different stages of a rite of passage are part of one ritual or 
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practice, it is often difficult to ascribe certain activities to one particular stage as they 
generally overlap.  
A rite of passage is usually concerned with the transition of one – occasionally 
more than one – individual to a new stage in life, however, the other participants of this 
ritual performance are also affected by this transition as they are all part of the process of 
reaching a new stage of life. During mortuary rituals, both the deceased and the mourners 
go through the process of transition from life to death. Everyone who has had a 
significant relationship with the recently deceased person is affected by his or her death, 
because with death, these relationships are broken (Nilsson Stutz 2003). What discerns 
mortuary ritual or practice from other rites of passage is that although everyone 
participating in the ritual is part of the process of transition, the actual new life stage is 
not shared by any of the people conducting the ritual, due to the simple fact that they are 
not yet deceased (Nilsson Stutz 2003, 69).  
The first stage of a mortuary ritual is generally focussed on preparing the body of 
the deceased and the separation of the deceased from the existing world. The various 
stages can best be illustrated by looking at several Amerindian case studies taken from 
the Amazon Basin and Brazilian Highlands. Among the Araweté and Tukano-Desana 
communities known from the Amazon Basin, and the Kalapalo from the Brazilian 
Highlands, a recently deceased person is placed in a hammock, followed by a period of 
collective mourning which lasts from a few hours to several days (Basso 1985; Reichel-
Dolmatoff 1971; Viveiros de Castro 1992). After, or occasionally during this mourning 
period, the body of the deceased is carried to the place of burial. As additional part of this 
rite of separation, the personal belongings of the deceased are destroyed and placed inside 
the grave, which is a practice known from the Kayapó, Kalapalo, and the Tukano-Desana 
(Basso 1985; Reichel-Dolmatoff 1971; Turner 1995, 2009). During the second stage, the 
liminal stage, the body of the deceased has been buried and another period of mourning 
begins. Among the Kalapalo and the Tukano-Desana small fires are maintained near the 
grave during this stage, as it is regarded as the period during which the dead person still 
wanders in the world of the living before moving on to the world of the dead (Basso 
1985;  Reichel-Dolmatoff 1971). the third stage, the rite of incorporation, is among the 
Kalapalo marked by the end of the period of mourning seclusion, after which all relatives 
who have been in seclusion enter the koŋitsofo – a washing and painting ritual – in order 
to cleanse the body of the substances of mourning (Basso 1985, 108). Among the 
Araweté, the grave of the deceased is opened during this period, to make sure that all the 
soft tissue has decomposed and only the bones are left as, according to the Araweté, the 
soul and memory of a person lies in its flesh and not in its bones (Viveiros de Castro 
1992, 199).   
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Although mortuary practices or rituals may be considered as the “final” or “ultimate rite 
of passage” during which the body of the deceased is buried (Nilsson Stutz 2010, 133), 
further treatment might occur some months or years later. Robert Hertz (1960) proposed 
that temporary or secondary burial treatment of the corpse can also be considered a rite of 
passage, one which is needed to guide the soul of the deceased to another society in the 
afterlife. Thus, the deposition of the body of a deceased person can represent different 
stages in the rite of passage, as it can represent the first stage in one society whereas it 
constitutes the rite of re-integration, the third stage, in another (Weiss-Krejci 2011). 
 The manner in which a mortuary ritual is constructed and performed, and what 
aspect of the ritual is more emphasized, is dependent on how the members of a 
community perceive these concepts of life, death, and afterlife. Even more so, the ways in 
which the living handle the body of the deceased relates to their attitudes towards the 
body, the self and the other, and the dead and the living (Nilsson Stutz 2003, 81). In order 
to study the social aspects of mortuary practices it is of great importance to understand 
the relationship between the recently deceased and the living, as well as the significance 
of this relationship and how it is constructed. The various connections that bind people 
together in social relationships are the units that make a person. Like reaching new stages 
in life by going through various rites of passage, these relationships are part of someone’s 
personhood which in turn determines how this individual is looked upon as a member of 
the community. The great variety in mortuary practices that is present within a society 
can to some extent be explained by the different social relationships and the – social – 
position of an individual in a society.   
 
2.2.1.2 – PERSONHOOD 
 
The social aspects of mortuary practices are a fundamental part of these practices; for a 
large part they determine the construction and performance of such rituals. Since these 
practices are understood as social events brought about by various people, it is important 
to gain insight in the social relationships that bind these people together and their 
relationship towards the deceased individual. In general a society is built up out of many 
interwoven social relationships which exist between its members. These relationships for 
a large part form the fundament of a person, and influence or even determine the social 
role he or she obtains within a society. This fundament is better known as the personhood 
of an individual. The social aspects of mortuary practices cannot be thoroughly studied 
without applying the concept of personhood in this research, as the interaction between 
the living and the dead determines – at least to some extent – the outcome of the mortuary 
ritual. 
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Personhood, according to Fowler, is: “attained and maintained through relationships, not 
only with human beings but with things, places, animals and the spiritual features of the 
cosmos” (Fowler 2004, 7). In other words, personhood is generally focussed on the 
relationship between a person and its surroundings (Fowler 2010). Often, personhood is 
not seen as being static and uniform, but rather as changing throughout the life-course of 
an individual (Fowler 2011, 133). In the course of a person’s life different social roles are 
obtained which often go hand-in-hand with a rite of passage such as pregnancy, 
childbirth, puberty, initiation, marriage, and death (Hertz 1960). In general, a person is a 
composite being, attributed with distinct yet interwoven aspects which are shaped and 
altered throughout the course of life, often through their relations with others (Fowler 
2011). Since a person is constituted, from birth onwards, through his or her social 
relationships which can vary in their content, the behaviour – and thus the social role or 
identity – of this individual changes when confronted with different persons (Eriksen 
2001). Thus, in daily life not all identities (or social roles) are displayed at a time, but 
merely one or a few depending on the social environment of an individual. Personhood, 
in this sense, is a combination of all the things that make a person, its true identity. 
Commonly, during rites of passage – including mortuary rites – there is the removal of 
one identity and the emergence of another (Alekshin 1983, 137; Fowler 2004, 80). 
However, “former” identities are not completely lost, as some aspects which are part of 
someone’s personhood may precede birth and survive death, such as the pre-determined 
biological sex of the individual. There are many different beliefs about when full 
personhood is achieved or how personal aspects – and the relationship between them – 
alter over time, especially following death (Fowler 2011, 133). In many societies, for 
instance, the death of a person does not necessarily mean that this person is lost forever or 
is removed from society, rather this person will be reintegrated in society as a different 
kind of entity (Fowler 2004, 81; Nilsson Stutz 2003, 77). Whether or not a deceased 
person is reintegrated into society or is pushed into another one; all the activities relating 
to the dead person are social, as well as religious or spiritual (Fowler 2004, 98).  
In many archaeological studies involving mortuary treatment the main objective 
seems to be retrieving the identity (or social role) of the person buried decades earlier. 
Although an identity may be displayed in a mortuary ritual, this is merely a fraction of the 
entire personhood of the deceased person. Rather, it can be questioned if an identity the 
deceased would ascribe to themselves is displayed or an identity the relatives wish to 
ascribe to the deceased. Taking it even further, it can be questioned whether or not merely 
an identity of the relatives is being displayed and that it has no further relation to the 
deceased person? As an example, in many societies children under a certain age are 
distinguished from adults in their mortuary rituals, which has been observed both 
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historically and archaeologically (Malville 2005; Nilsson Stutz 2003; Ucko 1969). This 
differentiation can be explained by the fact that children are not yet considered true 
members of the society, since a child in general has very limited roles in public life and 
therefore has not yet established a profound personhood (Hertz 1960). Among the Shona 
in Africa for instance, new-born babies were buried near flood water, away from the rest 
of the population (Ballock 1950, 175). Among the Ashanti in Africa, any infant who dies 
at the age of a couple of weeks is buried in a pot in a latrine, for this child is regarded as a 
ghost child that had no real intention of staying in this world (Rattray 1959, 59-60). These 
case studies clearly demonstrate that children from these societies are not considered a 
complete person until they reach a certain age, a perception which is visible in the 
mortuary ritual of a child that dies before it reaches that age. Contradictory, though, such 
a child has a pre-determined identity based on the biological sex of the child or the family 
it was born in. It becomes clear from these examples that the relatives of a deceased child 
determine the value of these pre-determined identities, and possibly other identities as 
well. In this case, it can be questioned if mortuary archaeology reveals more about the 
living who buried their dead, than about the dead person him- or herself (Parker-Pearson 
1999). 
Questions concerning personhood are difficult to answer, if not impossible, based 
solely on the archaeological record. However complex it may be, the study of personhood 
is an important element in this research project, as it involves not only the role of the 
deceased but also the relationship between the deceased and its relatives. Insight in the 
composition of these relationships reveals information on how mortuary practices or 
rituals are constructed. With the concepts of ritual, rites of passage and personhood a 
first step towards understanding the social aspects of mortuary practices is made, 
however, it is important to look at the broader scope as well. In order to fully understand 
these aspects of mortuary practices, it is crucial to gain insight in the belief systems of a 
society as they are a determinant factor in the construction and performance of mortuary 
practices.  
 
2.2.1.3 – WORLDVIEW AND MATERIALITY 
 
Looking beyond the scope of a society and the various relationships which exist between 
its members enables delving deeper into mortuary practices and the manner in which they 
are constructed and performed. In general, a mortuary practice or ritual is more complex 
than merely representing the social position of the deceased within a society or the 
relationships between the relatives and the deceased. Many ritualized activities and 
practices are related to the socio-cultural aspects of a society, and inherently to the 
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worldview of that society. Exploring the concepts of worldview and materiality enables to 
delve deeper into the belief systems of the societies under study, as these concepts reveal 
information on how the world is perceived as well as on the interactions between humans 
and non-humans. 
 The concept of worldview has many definitions, however, in this study 
worldview is defined as: the set of beliefs and ideas through which an individual or a 
society interprets the world and interacts with it (Fahlander and Oestigaard 2008; Hiebert 
2008; Kroeber 1948; Redfield 1962). The worldview a person or a society obtains can be 
seen as a determinant factor in daily life activities, ritualized activities, interactions with 
each other and the world, and people’s thinking. In other words, worldview can be 
understood as the foundation on which a society is built. The term worldview has several 
places or origin, one of which was in Western philosophy where the German word 
“Weltanshauung” was introduced by Immanuel Kant and used as a tool to reflect on 
Western culture (Hiebert 2008). Another place of origin for this term can be found in the 
field of anthropology, as discussed below, which basically laid the foundation for the 
application of the concept of worldview in anthropological and archaeological studies.  
During the twentieth century, anthropologists became more aware that worldview 
is a determinant factor in the way people see the world and their lives (Forde 1954; 
Hiebert 2008). However, it was the concept of culture that gave rise to the idea of 
worldview, as Franz Boas introduced this term to discern the different sets of beliefs and 
practices of any people which  make sense to the people living with them (Hiebert 2008, 
16). In addition to Franz Boas, Robert Redfield (1962) had a profound influence on the 
concept of worldview as well. Redfield defined worldview as: “that look upon the 
universe that is characteristic of people […] Worldview attends specifically to the way a 
man, in a particular society, sees himself in relation to all else” (Redfield 1962, 30, 270). 
In other words, worldview can be understood as the way in which people see themselves 
as part of a greater world. Focussing on the Americas, Eduardo Viveiros de Castro (1996) 
described the worldview of various Amerindians situated in South America. He described 
a world in which all relations are social, and key in the classification of people is what 
they do, or what identity they perform. The worldview of these Amerindians can be 
classified as animistic, which is the belief that everything in the world contains a spirit; 
plants, stones, mountains, and there is no separation between the physical world and 
spiritual world. Furthermore, according their worldview, it is possible to travel between 
these worlds (Viveiros de Castro 1996).  
It can be concluded that each society adopting its own worldview has a different 
way of dealing with daily life activities and events compared to other societies. However, 
worldview does not stand alone in this as it is inextricably connected to the concept of 
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materiality, which is a term generally used to describe objects that are given agency and 
thus are seen as living objects, often with some sort of spirit. In terms of mortuary 
practices, worldview and materiality are determinant factors in the way the remains of a 
deceased person are handled. As an example, in an animistic worldview everything has 
agency – including the remains of a deceased individual – and this belief determines the 
mortuary practice given to the deceased. In a non-animistic worldview, this handling of 
the remains differs greatly. For instance, a worldview in which it is believed that when a 
person dies the soul leaves the body and the body itself has no value after death, as it was 
merely a vessel containing the spirit of the person.  
It is important to explore the concept of materiality as, together with the 
previously described concepts, it forms an important part of the theoretical framework 
applied in this research. Applying the concept to this study is fundamental, as it gives 
insight in how humans interacted with non-humans, including all kinds of objects and 
natural occurrences which are given agency and are thus of great importance to a person 
or society. The concept of materiality originated from Karl Marx’s “mode of production 
of material life” (Marx 1859; Marx and Engels 1975). According to Marx, it is not the 
consciousness of men that determines their existence, but rather it is their social existence 
that determines their consciousness (Marx 1859; Marx and Engels 1975). This can best be 
understood as giving agency to the objects that are produced, as these objects function as 
a mirror reflecting people’s behaviour and may even shape the manner in which people 
act (Johnson 1999; Malafouris and Renfrew 2010; Maurer 2006; Miller 2005; Pauketat 
2003). Hegel (1977) shares Marx’s point of view and argued that there is no separation 
between humanity and materiality, and that everything we are and do arises out of the 
reflection upon ourselves which is formed by the processes of production, which in turn 
created us. In a more general sense, materiality can be understood as dealing with 
everything that has agency, such as for example artefacts, the landscape, animals, and 
bodies (Fahlander and Oestigaard 2008, 4). In order to illustrate the complexity and 
necessity of the concept materiality, the materiality of the body and of objects will be 
described. 
The materiality of the human body is known to have great influence on the 
outcome of social practice (Fahlander and Oestigaard 2008, 4). Lynn Meskell (2000) 
poses two sets of theories to describe the body; the first theory identifies the body as 
being “the scene of display” and is primarily concerned with posture, gesture, costume, 
sexuality, and representation. In the other theory, the body is looked upon as an artefact, 
fulfilling its negotiated role, which is circumscribed by powerful social forces (Meskell 
2000, 16). To briefly summarize; in the first theory, the body functions as a tablet onto 
which identities are displayed, and in the second the body itself is part of the identity that 
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is being displayed. The manner in which a body is conceived either, in life or after death 
is important for the way a body is handled. In anthropological case studies this can be 
measured in terms of how a body is adorned, if special care is taken of the body, or if the 
body is discarded and has no value. Among the Kayapó, for instance, the human body is 
of great importance, as certain events of life phases are represented through the 
application of paint on the body (Verswijver 1992).  
When a person dies, the skeletal remains are the only things that are left of the 
body after decomposition of the soft tissue. The human skeletal remains are in many 
societies also active agents or at least have agency. Among the Waiwai, Guajiro, and 
Marajoara societies in South America, for instance, the bones of the deceased members of 
a society are considered dangerous because they still possess the spirits of those who 
recently died, or these spirits are able to come back to the world of the living through the 
bones (Fock 1963; Perrin 1987; Schaan 2001). In Caribbean mortuary practices, the skull 
or long bones are often removed and reburied in the same or a different grave or might 
even be kept somewhere else in the settlement, this practice is mostly encountered at Late 
Ceramic Age habitation sites (Bel and Romon 2010; Hoogland and Hofman in press). 
Bones are often believed to be the seed of life, as they may contain or enhance the 
“powers” of plant growth and human fertility, increase hunting skills, or even protect the 
house against evil and danger (Helms 1998, 27). In this sense, bones as agents can do 
things by carrying or delivering the abducted agency of human actors, either through the 
dead themselves or through the living who handle these bones (Krmpotich 2010, 373).  
The relationship between the deceased and their associated objects is another 
aspect of materiality which is important to understand as it can influence the outcome of a 
mortuary practice. Objects or artefacts that are part of mortuary ritual are not just those 
which are placed with the deceased, but include those objects necessary for both the 
actual performance of the ritual and the successful outcome of the rite as well (Fahlander 
and Oestigaard 2008, 7). Consequently, it is important to make a distinction between the 
personal items and other materials placed beside the body. The Kayapó in Central Brazil 
ascribe agency to their material culture, especially personal objects. The personal objects 
of a deceased person are, together with all other personal possessions, destroyed during 
the mortuary ritual (Turner 2009). The Kayapó believe that during life the identities of the 
objects become inseparable from the identity of the person who makes and uses them. 
Thus, when a person dies, his or her personal belongings must be altered and de-
objectified (destroyed) so that it can join the rest of its owner in the grave (Turner 2009, 
162). According to the Kayapó, it is crucial that all the belongings of the recently dead 
are magically “killed” so they can join the deceased, but even more so to prevent their use 
by any relatives, as these objects could provide pathways for the dead person’s spirit to 
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find a way back to the social world of the living (Turner 2009, 152). When in the world 
of the living, the spirit could then kill the new owners and take them with him to the place 
of the dead.  
This section has demonstrated that the way in which the world is conceived, the 
mode by which the relationship between humans and non-humans is perceived, and the 
perception of what occurs (or may occur) after death, are all determinant factors for the 
way mortuary practices are assembled and implemented. Worldview can be seen as the 
foundation upon which a society is built. However, the different aspects of materiality 
and beliefs, or worldview to use a more inclusive term, are not the only factors involved 
in the manner in which a society is constructed; socialized activities, focussing on the 
relationship between members of a society is an equally important component of this 
dynamic. In order to fully grasp the various social aspects of mortuary practices it is 
necessary to research a society both on an individual level, by studying personhood and 
rites of passage, as well as on a broader level by looking at the greater worldview a 
society adopts. Although worldview might function as the foundation of a society, the 
inter-relational activities are the factors that give such a society body, and both in their 
own way influence the manner in which mortuary rituals are constructed and performed. 
Even more so, they also lay ground to the level of variation in mortuary practices that 
often exist within a society. Thus in brief conclusion, all these concepts together aid in 
getting a full understanding of the sociality of the societies under study and therefore in 
the manner in which – daily life – activities and practices were constructed.  
 
2.3 – METHODS  
 
This research project is primarily based on the study of archaeological literature on 
Ceramic Age-site excavations conducted on the mainland of Colombia, Western-
Venezuela, and the off-shore islands Aruba, Curaçao and Bonaire. As a means to 
complement this archaeological data, this research is additionally based on the study of 
ethnographic literature which is derived from indigenous communities on the mainland of 
South America.  
The first step in setting up this study was to get familiar with the study of 
mortuary practices and how it has developed in time in the fields of archaeology and 
anthropology – and in other fields of social sciences as well. This is important in order to 
get an idea on how to appropriately approach this type of study. Furthermore, it was 
necessary to become familiar with the archaeological data derived from the literature 
insofar as how this data should be handled and what the possibilities and limitations were 
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– which became increasingly clear during the development of the database. Due to the 
overall fragmented state of the archaeological data as a result of publication dates 
spanning over a century and various archaeologists working on different sites with their 
own research aims and objectives, it was not possible to do statistical analyses with the 
available data. As an alternative for statistical analyses, a synthesis per site was produced 
using the database, which enabled the possibility of drawing comparisons between burials 
and sites. This database contains numerous of variables relating to burial excavations 
which have been drawn from the archaeological literature (see Appendix A and B) and 
will be further outlined in paragraph 2.3.2. 
 
2.3.1 – LITERATURE STUDY AND ITS PITFALLS 
 
Since this study is primarily based on data retrieved from literature, a major part of this 
study involved the collecting and the studying of a varied and fragmentary body of 
literature. It is important to note, that there are more known sites in the area under study 
than there are sites discussed and studied in this research. This is due to the fact that in 
many cases, there was no literature available on particular sites or that this specific 
literature could not be accessed. This also holds for the ethnographic data applied in this 
study.  
 
2.3.1.1 – ETHNOGRAPHIC LITERATURE 
 
The main issue when pursuing a literature-based study is the range in the nature of 
information from different publications, as became clearly evident in this study. The 
ethnographic publications that have been used in this study were particularly concerned 
with describing mortuary practices in the broadest sense, as not only the activities directly 
involving cadaver of a human was described, but also other activities which are part of a 
mortuary ritual, such as the cutting of hair, mourning periods, and feasts. Furthermore, 
although in a more general fashion, the different life phases and worldview of the 
indigenous people was described which aids in understanding such a mortuary ritual in its 
social context. Indeed, similar to the archaeological literature which will be discussed 
following this paragraph, the ethnographic literature had to be approached with caution, 
since the possible subjectivity of the writers has to be taken into account.  
The material remains retrieved during an archaeological excavation are in 
themselves important for the study of the material culture of a society, however by 
complementing the archaeological dataset with ethnographic accounts to reconstruct – 
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aspects of – cultural practices in their social context and how these practices shaped 
personhood and relations in a society, and vice versa (Fowler 2010, 373). It is important 
to acknowledge that there is not a one-on-one relationship between archaeological and 
ethnographic records; not only are rituals since the arrival of Europeans generally 
influenced or altered by Western perspectives and material culture, but data presented in 
these records are commonly not gathered in the same region. The use of ethnographic 
data to complement the archaeological data is possible, but care must be taken in doing 
so. Similarly, as argued by Ucko: “It is true to say that the careful use of ethnographic 
data has served to do one major thing – to present the possibility of varied and 
heterogeneous reasons or causes for a practice” (Ucko 1969, 262). Ucko acknowledged 
the use of ethnographic case studies to complement an archaeological dataset, but at the 
same time stressed that such an analogy should only be used by archaeologists to “widen 
the horizons of the interpreter” (Ucko 1969, 262).  
Another issue that is stressed by Ucko is that the assumption that the presence of 
objects in a burial would imply some sort of belief in afterlife is too simplistic, as grave 
goods do not always function as items which are needed in – or function in the journey to 
– the afterlife. These grave goods, as explained by Ucko, may have been personal 
belongings of the deceased or hold too much emotional value for the living to keep (Ucko 
1969, 264-5). Additionally, O’Shea (1984) has argued that archaeologists are rather 
uncritical of the ethnographic data which is used in comparative studies similar to this 
research. He further asserted that ethnographic accounts of indigenous mortuary practices 
are often based on a small number of observations, and thus do not represent the full 
range of mortuary practices executed by all members of a society (O’Shea 1984, 21). 
Even more so, it might even be the case that ethnographic accounts intentionally do not 
present the large amount of variations in mortuary practices, in order to present a general, 
simplistic description of these practices (O’Shea 1984, 21). In this research, the same 
situation is occasionally present, as a few ethnographic accounts provide a general 
description of the mortuary practices that are related to certain members of a society. The 
main part of the ethnographic sources applied in this research however, do provide an 
insight in the different activities, which are part of the mortuary practices and are carried 
out by the different members of a society.  
In concluding terms, when making an analogy between archaeological and 
ethnographic records it is important to acknowledge that there is no direct relationship 
between the two. However, by using the ethnographic sources to complement the 
archaeological record, it is possible to get an idea of what rituals would have looked like 
and aids in interpreting the archaeological data which would otherwise have remained 
merely data in an archaeological field report.  
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2.3.1.2 – ARCHAEOLOGICAL DATA 
 
The quality of the archaeological data – when present and accessible – used in this 
research was highly varied. While some publications or documents were very detailed 
and descriptive, others were limited and only stated the number of excavated burials with 
no further information on age, biological sex, or on the burial itself. Another key factor is 
the time-period in which these excavations were carried out; taken all together 
publication dates spanned over a century. Furthermore, different researchers employed 
different perspectives and criteria when considering their individual archaeological 
assemblages, which became clear to me when for instance burial architecture was 
described, or the maximum distance between burials was determined in order to discern 
which burials could be seen as part of a cluster while in other studies the urn burials were 
more emphasized. Since this research project is dependent on detailed information on 
age, biological sex, burial type (e.g. single, multiple, primary, secondary), burial 
architecture, orientation and position of the deceased, the presence or absence of grave 
goods and the material these grave goods consist of, it was fundamental for the progress 
of this research to gain as much information on these variables as possible. It has proven 
to be rather difficult to gather such information based on the available literature and it 
was crucial to be very cautious when doing so, for instance a number of female burials 
were secondary deposits while from other female burials there was no information 
present on this. It is unsafe to say that all female burials were secondary deposits, or even 
stating that this was most likely the case, the safest approach for this kind of data is 
stating that all of the female burials with information on this particular variable were 
secondary deposits. Another issue was the location of the burials on the sites as due to the 
lack of detailed information no analogies could be made. Despite the issues concerning 
the level of detailed information, the larger sites that have been studied did have sufficient 
in-depth information which made it possible to make an overview of the variability in 
mortuary practices and to make site comparisons.  
 When excavating a site, it is important to take formation processes into account 
as they may have affected the manner in which finds came to be buried and what 
happened to them after they were buried; their taphonomy (Hofman et al. forthcoming; 
Hoogland and Hofman in press; Renfrew and Bahn 2004). Michael Schiffer (1996) made 
a distinction between cultural and natural formation processes. The cultural or C-
transforms are the result of human handling, while natural processes, referred to as N-
transforms are the result of natural events. It is especially important to take these 
processes into account when excavating a burial site. Natural taphonomical processes can 
have effect on the position of the deceased, the location of the bones, and grave goods, 
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when present. The way in which human remains are presented is thus not necessarily a 
straightforward reflection of the activities carried out by the living people in the past 
(Nilsson Stutz 2003). Furthermore, the way a human body – or any body for that matter – 
decomposes is depended on factors such as the way in which someone is buried (e.g. the 
positioning of the body), the soil, and whether or not the grave was immediately filled or 
left open after deposition of the body (Duday 2009). A taphonomical analysis of burial 
assemblages provides insight in the different steps taken in the performance of a mortuary 
ritual (Hofman et al. forthcoming). Although the study of taphonomical processes 
became only in the past decades of importance for the archaeological study of human 
archaeological burials which is the cause why publications from more than 40 years ago 
did not mention this – none of the archaeological publications used in this study showed 
any coverage of the taphonomical processes of the excavated sites. As a result – since the 
outcome of analyses is dependent upon the available information – a research bias is 
inevitable, as it became clear after evaluation that the data presented in this literature has 
to be adopted and accepted. However, by being well aware of this issue and taking 
caution when studying and using the presented data, it is possible to work around this 
issue, so that the impact of this bias is restricted to a minimum.  
 
2.3.2 – THE DATABASE  
 
In order to create an overview of the available archaeological data it was necessary to 
build a database. All data retrieved from the archaeological literature have been entered 
into a Microsoft Access 2010 - database. This database is mainly used to list the data in 
order to create an overview, rather than as a means for statistical analyses.  
The variables in this database are rather complex, but through the use of simple 
drop-down menus it was possible to organize this data. This database is furthermore built 
up out of three databases which are interlinked on the variables country, site, feature 
number, and burial number – which allows the possibility for more specific analyses. The 
general database contains information on the sites, periodization of the sites, general 
information on the burial and burial context, such as type of burial (e.g. multiple, single, 
primary, secondary), biological sex and age of the individual(s), depth and width of the 
burial pit, among many other factors. The age categories used in this database are broadly 
based on the general notion of initiation rites, and other rites of passage related to ageing. 
Western age categories cannot be used here as division the in these age groups is very 
different than among these Amerindian societies. A clear example of this is that a girl is 
considered an adult woman after completion of her initiation rite which starts when the 
girl has her first period (Armstrong and Métraux 1948; Fock 1963; Reichel-Dolmatoff 
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1971). The general database furthermore allows the inserting of images especially useful 
for this research where I did not do the excavations myself but had to rely on descriptions 
and photos, when these were available (see Fig. 3). 
 
 
Figure 3, The contents of the General-Database form and an example of one with data inserted. 
 
The two smaller databases are more specifically focussed on certain variables; the first is 
focussed on the presence of grave goods, listing the number of grave goods found, the 
location and the material. The other is focussed on the presence of burial urns, listing the 
type of urn burial (e.g. inverted urns, upright urns, inverted urn atop an upright urn; 
forming a so-called egg-shape, etc.), location of the urn in relation to the human remains, 
maximum height and diameter of the urn, and whether the urn is decorated or not (see 
Fig. 4). All three databases have a box for general notes since in many cases a more 
precise description of a variable is necessary. Additionally, this provides the possibility of 
listing as much information about a site or burial as possible.  
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Figure 4, Overview of the contents of the GraveGoods-Database, and the Urn-Database. 
 
It is important to note that not all variables were found fit to use in the analysis, these 
include variables such as the spatial distribution of the burials. This particular variable 
was only mentioned in just a few of the archaeological documents and never mentioned 
in such a way that a clear patterning could be derived from it. These variables, however, 
were considered important enough to be inserted into the database anyway for the 
purpose of having a more or less complete record of a burial or site.  
 Generally, a database is a key aspect for analysing data. Since this database is 
rather elaborate, the first step was to make sure the database would be useful in 
addressing the research questions. Furthermore it had to be easy to use and it was 
important to minimize the chance on errors while inserting data into a database, therefore, 
in this research, drop-down menus were considered the best option for reducing this 
chance on errors (see Fig. 5). Next to limiting the chance of errors, these drop-down 
menus are easy to alter. For instance, when a new factor comes into play, this factor can 
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be easily added to the existing drop-down menu of a certain variable without having to re-
insert all the data. In this study, the deliberate choice was made to use codes in these 
drop-down menus, as they allow an easier and faster way of inserting data (see Appendix 
B for the entire list of codes). Additionally, the database has been designed for this study 
in particular, however – as is shown above – the drop-down menus are easy to alter, 
which enables the use of this database in similar studies in other areas of the Caribbean 
region or other areas in the world where mortuary practices are studied archaeologically.  
 
 
Figure 5, Example of one of the drop-down menus used in the database. 
 
The archaeological data gathered from documents is rather fragmented and even though 
this database allows the larger part of this data to be ordered, it remains difficult to 
conduct statistical analyses on the data – because of the research bias. By utilizing this 
database, a synthesis could be made because of the many variables, providing an 
overview of the variability in mortuary practices in the area under study. This outline was 
then used to study the differences and similarities between these practices on an inter-site, 
and an intra-site level.  
 
2.4 – CONCLUDING REMARKS  
 
In this chapter, the theories and methods applied in this study have been presented. Since 
mortuary practices are social events, it is important to apply theories focussing on social 
value and relations. These theories – taken from various fields in social studies – 
focussing on issues of ritual, rites of passage, personhood, worldview, and materiality 
provide archaeologists with tools that can aid in placing material remains in their context 
by understanding how mortuary practices were constructed. Each of these concepts deals 
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with specific aspects of a society, which all influence the construction and performance of 
a mortuary practice in one way or another. The theoretical framework in this research is 
thus focussed on the sociality of the communities under study as it is focussed on the 
interaction between people, how they perceived the world, and what their attitudes were 
toward life, death and afterlife.  
In order to provide an answer to the research questions – aided by this theoretical 
framework – it is necessary to study the archaeological dataset in a structured manner, 
which is enabled by the database. The database allows for syntheses to be produced with 
which it is possible to discern patterns in mortuary practices of the sites under study. It 
must be noted that this is a literature-based research project and care must be taken in 
handling data derived from these documents, since there is a great variety in the quality of 
the data. This variety in quality is a result of excavations carried out by various 
researchers each with their own aims and objectives.  
The ethnographic dataset used in this research consists of several accounts drawn 
from various indigenous communities situated on the mainland of South America, each 
with their own set of beliefs and practices. Through the study of these accounts it is 
possible to gain insight in the practices of the societies under study, and furthermore aids 
in understanding the daily life activities, worldview and belief systems of these 
indigenous societies. In the next chapter these ethnographic accounts will be presented, 
preceding the archaeological dataset in order to allow for a better understanding of the 
latter. 
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III  ETHNOGRAPHIC DATA 
 
 
3.1 – INTRODUCTION  
 
In this chapter the ethnographic accounts that have been used in this study are presented. 
These accounts are drawn from various indigenous communities situated on the mainland 
of South America (see Fig. 6), each with their own set of beliefs and practices. These 
accounts have deliberately been chosen as they emphasize the immaterial aspects of 
rituals, shed light on personhood, rites of passage, worldview, and materiality. 
Furthermore, the ethnographic dataset discussed in this chapter provides insight in how 
mortuary practices fit in into the larger socio-cultural context of a society as they 
highlight the way in which indigenous societies perceived the world, interacted with each 
other, and what their attitudes were towards life, death, and afterlife.  
 One of the main focal points in this research is the practice of urn burial as this 
practice is rare in the Caribbean region. This particular practice of burial is shared among 
almost all of the indigenous societies that make up the ethnographic dataset – with the 
exception of two indigenous societies; the Caquetío and the Araweté. Three of the in total 
seven ethnographic accounts have been drawn from indigenous societies that are situated 
within the research area: The Guajiro, the Tamalameque and the Caquetío. Although the 
latter indigenous community did not practice urn burial, it is important to nevertheless 
include these people as in previous studies their mortuary practices have often been 
associated to the archaeological remains recovered from the research area (Haviser 1991; 
Versteeg and Rostain 1997; Toro-Labrador et al. 2003). The remaining four accounts are 
drawn from indigenous societies situated in the Guyana Highlands and at the mouth of 
the Amazon River. These people; the Waiwai, the Araweté Marajoara, and Maracá-
society each have their own set of customs, rituals and worldviews, however, the practice 
of urn burial is shared among all, except the Araweté.  
 It is important in this study to highlight the practices of various indigenous 
societies as each of them provides a unique context which will aid in the understanding of 
the mortuary practices of the Ceramic Age groups from within the research area.  
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Figure 6, Overview map of indigenous people described, the research area is highlighted in grey. 
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3.2 – ETHNOGRAPHIC ACCOUNTS WITHIN RESEARCH AREA 
 
Three of the in total seven ethnographic accounts outlined in this chapter are drawn from 
indigenous communities situated within the research area. The first indigenous 
community is the Guajiro, situated on the Guajira Peninsula bordering Colombia and 
Venezuela. The Caquetío are situated on the coastal region of Venezuela, and the 
Tamalameque are from the Magdalena River Valley in Colombia. Each community has 
their own set of practices and worldviews, but in some aspects parallels between the 
communities are visible.  
 
3.2.1 – GUAJIRO 
 
The Guajira peninsula, located on the boarder of northern Colombia and Venezuela, is 
home to the Guajiro or Wayuu, as they more commonly call themselves (Perrin 1987, 
157). Believed to be the largest indigenous community in Colombia and Venezuela, the 
Guajiro are socially and geographically organized throughout the Guajira peninsula 
(Robles 2000). The Guajiro are organized in matrilineal extended families, composed of 
27 matrilineal clans which are dispersed throughout the region (Robles 2000, 7). These 
families, however, are united by ancestral territories which are marked by ancestral 
cemeteries, which will be further discussed in the section below. Each clan contains two 
to 50 houses, which are located close together for what is believed to be defensive 
purposes, and all of them together are then permanently surrounded by a cactus hedge 
(Armstrong and Métraux 1948, 371). Among the Guajiro there is no general authority to 
control all these clans as each clan has its own chief, a position which is matrilineally 
inherited (Armstrong and Métraux 1948, 375). Hereditary status is important to the 
Guajiro: a man born poor never achieves a high position even if he acquires great wealth, 
but he may marry a woman of high rank which will then be inherited by their children 
(Armstrong and Métraux 1948).  
Food subsistence activities of the Guajiro consist mostly of raising cattle while 
farming, hunting, fishing and gathering are rarely practiced (Armstrong and Métraux 
1948). A Guajiro diet consists almost entirely of cattle-related products like meat and 
milk, though this diet is supplemented by other products such as fruit sugar, rice, and 
plantains, which are obtained through the trading of skins (Armstrong and Métraux 
1948).  
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3.2.1.1 – LIFE AND RITUAL 
 
Apart from their elaborate view on death and extensive mortuary practices which will be 
discussed in more detail in the following section, the Guajiro are also known to have an 
elaborate view on life events as different life phases are marked by rites of passage.  
During the process of giving birth for instance, a large heavy stone is placed over 
the womb of the woman in labour to induce the birth (Armstrong and Métraux 1948, 
378). When the child is ultimately born the father serves rum and chicha to his relatives. 
At the age of six or seven, girls are taught to grind salt, pick cotton and tend the smaller 
animals, while boys imitate their fathers. Parents are said to show little affection to their 
children, going as far as to selling them (Armstrong and Métraux 1948, 378). It must be 
noted that although the above information is derived from modern-day Guajiro, it remains 
unclear as to whether or not the practices were the same in Pre-Columbian times. As will 
be shown in the analysis of the mortuary practices of the Guajiro, children up to the age 
of four or five years are generally not considered a complete person (Versteeg and 
Rostain 1997, 442).  
When a girl reaches puberty which is commenced by having her menarche, the 
girl is isolated in a small dark hut and stripped of all her ornaments and her hair is cut 
short (Armstrong and Métraux 1948). In this hut, the young girl lies in a hammock and 
for the first two days she is not allowed to drink any water but is given an herbal 
purgative instead (Armstrong and Métraux 1948). Simultaneously, during this period the 
girl is taught the duties of a married life which includes skills such as weaving, sewing 
and the making of hammocks. When the girl is finally allowed to leave this hut a festival 
is held and her ornaments are returned to her (Armstrong and Métraux 1948, 379). The 
duration of this confinement is not dependent on the length of the menstruation period, 
but is dependent upon the wealth of the girl; poor girls are in confinement for a few 
weeks, rich girls up to two years (Armstrong and Métraux 1948).  
 A marriage ceremony among the Guajiro consists of a series of feasts and the 
exchanges of items between the two families who are to be united in marriage as well 
(Armstrong and Métraux 1948, 379). Polygyny is common among this indigenous 
society as some men have up to 20 wives, who stay at their own houses and are 
occasionally visited by their husband (Armstrong and Métraux 1948).  
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3.2.1.2 – DEATH AND BURIAL  
 
As briefly alluded to in the previous section, the concepts of death and afterlife are highly 
complex among the Guajiro. Their beliefs and views on these themes can be related to 
their mortuary practices which are also complex, as will be shown in the descriptions 
below.  
The Guajiro believe that when a person dies, this person is not entirely dead; 
rather this person continues to live his or her life on the land of dead Guajiro, called 
“Jepira” (Perrin 1987). Upon arrival, the Guajiro transform from human being called 
wayuu, consisting of a soul and of a body made out of flesh and bone, to the state of 
being a yoluja – a new being which carries the soul (Versteeg and Rostain 1997, 430). 
Yolujas are the second representation of the soul, or rather sa’in way ouktüsü (“The souls 
of the dead Indians”), who can return to earth to pay shorts visits (Perrin 1987, 97). 
Generally, there is no direct contact between the living and the yolujas, as they are 
regarded as silent figures and it is only through dreams that communication with the dead 
can be established (Perrin 1987). In one of their many myths there is a clear description of 
what happens to the soul of a Guajiro when he is dreaming, sick, or about to die (see the 
myth “Guajiro death” in Appendix C).  
Jepira – “the land of the dead Guajiro (or yolujas)” – is a hilly part of a mountain 
peninsula in the northeast of Columbian Guajira (see Fig. 7) and is considered a gloomy 
and dangerous place (Perrin 1987). According to the Guajiro there is a society in Jepira 
which – on the basis of the economy, political system and social organization – resembles 
the society of the living (Perrin 1987, 101). In Jepira, the rich people remain rich and the 
poor stay poor as everybody there finds back their cattle, which has been killed by their 
kinfolk during the funeral wake that preceded their burial (Perrin 1987; Versteeg and 
Rostain 1997). Jepira, however, is the opposite of the terrestrial world when it comes to 
food, and sexual or marital morals, as there is an abundance of rich and varied food, and 
wives refuse to couple with their husbands (Perrin 1987, 101). Subsequently, the yolujas 
in Jepira live happily without a thought for the living (Perrin 1987, 102). The latter is 
described in a myth about two brothers, one of which has recently died and the other – the 
younger brother – wishes to visit him, but the deceased brother does not think or care 
about his younger brother (see Appendix C for the full myth). This myth, as well as the 
previous mentioned myth, gives insight in the worldview and belief systems of the 
Guajiro.  
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Figure 7, Map of the Guajira peninsula (Perrin 1987, x). 
 
The state of being yoluja is not the final state of a dead Guajiro, as some of the Guajiro 
believe that the yolujas eventually become wanülüs; the people who have long been dead 
(Perrin 1987, 107). According to the Guajiro, humans are caught in a fatal cycle; first it 
leads them from life to death, from life on earth to Jepira, then they find themselves in a 
nameless and placeless realm-beyond-death (Perrin 1987). In this realm-beyond-death, 
they are assimilated either by Juya or by Pulowi associated with the rains or the wanülüs 
and return to earth (Perrin 1987, 108; Versteeg and Rostain 1997). This cycle (see Fig. 8) 
gives meaning to death, as life on earth is marked by the presence of the dead and the 
dead are thought to be necessary to sustain life on earth (Perrin 1987, 108).  
These two successive realms generally correspond with two different burials 
(Perrin 1987). To the Guajiro, the yolujas are the recently dead, they are known and have 
an “identity,” so they can be recognized and identified when they come and haunt the 
living in their dreams (Perrin 1987, 111). After their departure from Jepira to the realm-
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beyond-death, the yolujas having turned into wanülüs, become anonymous; and similarly, 
during the second burial the remains of the deceased lose all individuality (Perrin 1987). 
This ritual, however, has an important significance, as is explained by Perrin: “To join the 
remains of the anonymous ancestors of the matriclan or matrilineage the remains of one 
who has died more recently is symbolically to intimate [sic] the transition from individual 
identity to collective identity and also, through this constant accretion, to nurture the 
hope that the group will last eternally” (Perrin 1987, 112). This transition, from an 
individual identity to a collective identity, is also observable in the actual burial practice 
as the deceased is buried in a cemetery near his or her residence, and after two to six 
years the remains will be removed by relatives to be re-buried in their ancestral cemetery 
(Robles 2000).  
To briefly summarize, the worldview of the Guajiro is directly related to their 
mortuary practices and through an in-depth study of their mortuary practices more can be 
revealed about the relationship between religion, society, and mortuary practices.  
 
 
Figure 8, Guajiro “Death”-cycle (after Perrin 1987, 109). 
 
When a Guajiro dies, his body is covered and left alone for a period, so that the soul can 
prepare itself to leave familiar places and people (Perrin 1987). Soon after, his body is 
washed and dried by kinwomen, dressed in its finest clothes and is adorned with jewels or 
prized objects (Perrin 1987; Versteeg and Rostain 1997). Wrapped in a large cloth the 
body of the deceased is placed in a hammock (“chinchorro”) inside the house (Gallagher 
1964).
1
 This ritual wake (“velorio”) is an important event which is attended by many 
Guajiro who come from all parts of the peninsula to drink and feast for several days 
during the mortuary ritual (Gallagher 1964, 149). Once they have arrived, the master of 
ceremonies has food and drinks served to everybody; women are served coffee, rice, 
sugar loaves, and plantains, while men are served rum or whiskey (Versteeg and Rostain 
1997, 432). The family group hangs their hammocks around the location where the 
                                                     
1
 Nowadays the body is placed in a hammock temporarily before being placed in a coffin, a practice inherited 
from the West (Perrin 1987, 110). 
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deceased is placed, and starts fires near the deceased. With the passing of days the group 
becomes more compact and more people gather in the same area, women take turns in 
wailing and are sometimes joined by a few men (Versteeg and Rostain 1997). When the 
time comes for the first burial (“ojoita”), generally a few days or weeks after the death 
depending upon the status of the deceased, the female relatives position the body more or 
less in a fetal position, with knees against the stomach, before the body is wrapped in 
animal skin and sewn up and taken to the place of burial (Armstrong and Métraux 1948; 
Gallagher 1964; Perrin 1987; Versteeg and Rostain 1997). During this journey – from the 
place of the feasting and mourning ceremony, to the place of burial – many arrows are 
shot towards the sky, which is aimed at the removal of the yolujas who are attracted by 
death (Versteeg and Rostain 1997). At the place of burial, the wake continues by wailing, 
feasting and story-telling, similarly, this is also the moment for men to fight with old 
rivals. When the time comes, the body of the deceased is lowered in a vault, and 
provisions that are meant to serve during the journey to Jepira are placed beside the body. 
A woman, for instance, will receive some water and a piece of dried meat or a chicken, 
and a man will receive tobacco and rum (Versteeg and Rostain 1997). These provisions 
are just a few materials, since the Guajiro believe that in Jepira the recently dead will find 
back their cattle, sacrificed and distributed by the matrilinear parents during the funerary 
ceremony of the first burial (Versteeg and Rostain 1997). After the body is buried, the 
grave is filled with earth, and carefully smoothed with fine sand, and the relatives 
surround the grave with a fence that will prevent animals from approaching (Versteeg and 
Rostain 1997). Fires are often maintained near the graves which, according to some 
Guajiro, serve to remove the roaming yoluja. Others say that the fires are here to facilitate 
the arrival and departure of the recently dead, who still wander frequently between Jepira 
and the body’s last place of residence (Versteeg and Rostain 1997, 434). The ones who 
have been in contact with the body of the dead are obligated to wash their hands 
efficiently. Commonly on a monthly basis, people gather around to grave to mourn 
(Versteeg and Rostain 1997). During his stay among the Guajiro, Perrin noticed that the 
graves are orientated in an East-West direction, which according to some is done to 
prevent bad smells from bothering the wailing women when they exhume the body. 
Another explanation is that this orientation is essential, for it permits to the dead to see 
the sun set in the west, as it is parallel to the sun’s trajectory (Versteeg and Rostain 1997, 
437).  
 After a couple of years, approximately three, the skeletal remains of the deceased 
person are exhumed and become the focal point of a continuing ceremony, called “the 
ordering” or anajawat jipü (Perrin 1987, 110). This exhumation is generally done at night 
at the end of the rainy season, and is accompanied by a feast similar to the feast held 
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during the first burial, only on a smaller scale as only direct relatives are allowed to 
witness the second burial (Armstrong and Métraux 1948; Perrin 1987). When the bones 
are dug up a close kinswoman of the deceased person, her hands wrapped in cloth, sorts 
and cleans the bones (Perrin 1987, 111). The bones are then placed in a terracotta urn, the 
pacheshi, in a close-meshed net bag, after which the urn is taken to the ancestral cemetery 
(Perrin 1987).
2
 There, the urn is buried with the neck of the jar protruding above the 
ground to permit the free entry and exit of the spirit and so that the remains of other 
members of the family can be added from time to time (Armstrong and Métraux 1948; 
Gallagher 1964). A cactus hedge surrounds the cemetery, and additionally in wet weather, 
half a calabash is placed over the opening of each urn to keep out the rain (Armstrong and 
Métraux 1948, 380). After this second burial no further attention is given to the remains 
(see Fig. 9), no further ceremony or commemoration is devoted to the dead, as the 
Guajiro believe that the recently dead retain their identity until the eve of the second 
burial after which they lose all individuality and “are lost forever” (Perrin 1987, 111-2). 
The women who have cleaned and sorted the bones are able to transmit by touching 
things, a disease shamans call apülainwa jipü or “contagion through bones”, and are 
therefore not allowed to use their hands for a couple of days and are fed as little food as 
possible (Perrin 1987).  
 The above described process of a mortuary practice among the Guajiro is 
generally the manner in which the dead are buried, however, there are some differences 
when it comes to burying shamans, children or murder victims. In the case of shaman-
woman, a calabash of brandy is poured into in her mouth and she is then buried with a 
piece of tobacco in her mouth and in her hand so that her soul, her yoluja, does not come 
back and ask for more tobacco (Versteeg and Rostain 1997). The soul of a child, on the 
other hand, is considered to be fugitive and unstable (Versteeg and Rostain 1997, 440). It 
might be for this reason that deceased children are buried face down, or that the urn was 
turned upside down; so that the soul could not leave through the mouth (Versteeg and 
Rostain 1997). The remains of young children are not always moved; often there is only 
one burial for them, “so that the next children to come do not fall ill again” (Versteeg 
and Rostain 1997, 440). This primary interment is done with much more care than in the 
case of a recently deceased adult. This practice is understood as a result of the fact that 
children up to the age of four or five are not considered complete persons, however if the 
parents loved the child very much, the bodies of children are sometimes interred in the 
communal cemetery (Versteeg and Rostain 1997, 442). Victims of murder, or those that 
have committed suicide, are often accompanied by a living animal, when buried. These 
                                                     
2
 In some cases the mouth of the urn is too small to admit the skull and pelvic bones intact, so they are broken 
to permit entry (Gallagher 1964, 149). 
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animals – a rooster, dog, cat, skunk, or fox – are kalinaichi animals; those of ill omen and 
their role is to quicken the death of the murderer or the one responsible for the suicide 
(Versteeg and Rostain 1997, 442).  
 
 
Figure 9, Ancestral cemetery of the Guajiro (after Perrin 1987). 
 
Mortuary practices among the Guajiro are related to the worldview they adopt, 
furthermore as became clear in the last few examples there is variation on a more 
individual level as children, for instance, are buried in a different manner than adults. The 
practice of secondary burial among the Guajiro can be directly linked to their notion of 
two subsequent afterlives, the yolujas in Jepira and the wanülü in the realm-beyond-
death. Furthermore, materiality of the body is clearly visible among this indigenous 
society as the women who have handled the bones during the second burial are able to 
transmit a disease through their hands and therefore must refrain from eating with their 
hands. This case study provides abundant information on the manner in which an 
indigenous society situated in the research area perceives the concepts of life, death, and 
afterlife.  
 
3.2.2 – CAQUETÍO 
 
The Caquetío inhabited the coast of northwest Venezuela, living along the shores of Lake 
Maracaibo and the peninsula of Paraguaná. Furthermore, they resided on the islands of 
Aruba, Bonaire and Curaçao (Hernández de Alba 1948). The Caquetío were primarily 
 
59 
horticulturalists, and also practiced hunting, fishing and gathering. Among the crops they 
grew were two varieties of maize, squash, manioc, sweet potatoes, cotton and tobacco 
(Spencer and Redmond 1992). The houses of the Caquetío people were grouped in units 
of two’s or four’s, and placed strategically around their cultivated fields in order to 
protect them against dangerous animals (Hernández de Alba 1948, 471). These houses 
were rectangular huts consisting of poles, vines and, grass, with a separate house for the 
shaman (“Piache”) (Hernández de Alba 1948). The houses of the Caquetío on the islands 
Aruba, Bonaire and Curaçao were considered to have the shape of a horseshoe with the 
opening to the southwest (Alofs et al. 1997). The socio-political organization consisted of 
one general chief, the Señor de paraguaná, named Manaure and various lesser 
chieftaincies (Hernández de Alba 1948). The general chief was attributed divine or 
magical power with which he could control nature and make the crops fertile. 
Furthermore, the chief was ceremonially carried in a hammock decorated by the lesser 
chiefs or diaos (Hernández de Alba 1948). Unfortunately, there is no record known of the 
ceremonial life of the Caquetío or their practices related to ageing and reaching different 
life phases.  
 
3.2.2.1 – DEATH AND BURIAL 
 
Little is known about the mortuary practices of the Caquetío, however, that what is 
known provides some information on the variation in their mortuary practices. 
When a Caquetío warrior dies, people assemble in his village and throughout the 
night, they lament and praise his noteworthy deeds. The following morning, his body is 
desiccated over a fire to remove all the soft tissue. Afterwards, his bones are cleaned and 
are ground between stones and mixed with corn beer (Hernández de Alba 1948; Oliver 
1989). When the general chief dies, his body is placed in a hammock over a small fire, 
under which a wooden image of the chief is placed (Hernández de Alba 1948). After 
several years, when the bones of the deceased start to become disarticulated, a ceremony 
is called, people gather adorned with all their ornaments and painted with genipa and 
bixa. During this ceremony, which lasts approximately three days, those present consume 
the powdered bones with corn beer (Hernández de Alba 1948, 473; Oliver 1989, 284).  
It is unclear if the bones of the entire body are ground and consumed or if they 
are given a further treatment, however, the cremation of a body and drinking of powdered 
bones is not easily retrieved archaeologically.  
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3.2.3 – TAMALAMEQUE 
 
The Tamalameque, also referred to as Chimila, inhabited a vast area in the valley of the 
Magdalena River, Colombia (Mendoza et al. 1995, 55; Pino Avila 1991). The 
Tamalameque society consisted of small farming communities, each community with its 
own political system as there was no political cohesion among these small farming 
communities (Mendoza et al. 1995). The way in which the Tamalameque acted upon the 
death of a relative, however, was shared among these small communities. When a person 
dies, the body is placed in an anthropomorphic urn, which in turn is then interred at a 
depth of six metres (Mendoza et al. 1995). The lids of these burial urns display human 
figures often sitting on benches (see Fig. 10). Not much more is known from the daily life 
or mortuary rituals among the Tamalameque, however, this brief ethnographic description 
does present a slight idea of their practices. Similarly, the depth of the burials is 
interesting, especially considering the fact that archaeologists working in the Americas 
generally excavate till a depth of 2 metres.  
 
 
Figure 10, Tamalameque burial urns (after Villegas and Villegas 1992). 
 
The ethnographic accounts from within the research area that have been outlined here 
present a quite diverse picture of the mortuary practices of these indigenous people. The 
case study of the Guajiro by far provided the most in-depth information and serves a clear 
example of how an ethnographic account can be studied in depth and clearly 
demonstrates the socio-cultural complexity of a society in terms of their practices and 
beliefs.  
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3.3 – ETHNOGRAPHIC ACCOUNT OF THE GUYANA HIGHLANDS 
 
The only ethnographic account that is presented in this section has been drawn from the 
Waiwai. This indigenous tribe has been chosen based on their elaborate mortuary 
practices, including the practice of urn burials. This particular practice is not comparable 
to the Guajiro or the Tamalameque as among the Waiwai only a small, specific group of 
people is associated with urn burials. This account on the Waiwai provides in-depth 
information on their daily life customs and practices which is necessary in order to 
understand the various social aspects of their mortuary practices as well as in 
understanding these practices as being part of a wider array of rituals.  
 
3.3.1 – WAIWAI 
 
The Waiwai are an Amazonian tribe inhabiting an area that lies roughly around the 
frontier tracts between British Guiana and Brazil (Fock 1963, 1). Their occupational life 
is dominated by slash-and-burn agriculture, with the bitter manioc valued as their most 
important crop (Fock 1963). Furthermore, the Waiwai practice hunting and fishing. For 
hunting peccaries the Waiwai use their highly trained and beloved hunting dogs, which 
can drive individual animals into a wild pig trap (Fock 1963). The fishing technique 
employed by the Waiwai is comparable to their hunting technique as they use bow and 
arrow and catch fish from a canoe, cliff or platform. They use fish traps in small creeks, 
and have developed the skill of poisoning fish located in quiet river basins, after which 
the women and children gather the unconscious fish (Fock 1963, 11). The Waiwai village 
is dominated by a large communal house which has a high conical roof and low walls. 
The house is organized into sections for the various families, which are equally divided 
(Fock 1963). Each section is furnished with hammocks that are made of kraua, towards 
the wall behind these hammocks are the dog shelves, which allude to the rule that there 
should be more dogs than people living in a Waiwai house (Fock 1963, 11). In the centre 
of each section is the family fireplace and in the centre of the house a common hearth is 
located where the communal meals are prepared (Fock 1963). The daily diet of the 
Waiwai consists of tapioca juice, cassava bread and pepper pot, in which all kind of 
animal ingredients become unrecognizable, and possibly also preserved, in a sharp pepper 
sauce (Fock 1963, 11).  
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3.3.1.1 – LIFE AND RITUAL 
 
The Waiwai believe that every individual possesses a soul or shadow, called the ekatï. 
Although primarily located in the heart, the ekatï extends over the entire body in the form 
of fluid or soul matter (Fock 1963, 14). A new-born child immediately possesses an ekatï, 
but this is lost when a human being dies as the ekatï leaves the body, causing death (Fock 
1963). The ekatï is then referred to as ekatïnho (“former soul”) and is free to wander 
around (Fock 1963, 17). Customs and practices connected with the life cycle of the 
individual person are of great importance to the Waiwai as they lie as the border-line 
between the religious and social conceptions (Fock 1963, 133). Marriage, birth and death 
are naturally based on soul conceptions and animism, whereas those in connection to 
initiation and marriage can be traced back to traditional mythology (Fock 1963).  
 Two or three months prior to the birth of a child the parents-to-be subject 
themselves to various taboo rules which are mainly focussed on food restrictions as they 
abstain from eating larger game animals and fish (Fock 1963, 139). Simultaneously, the 
father constructs a birth hut a short distance from the communal house in order to avoid 
bringing blood into the latter. This hut is a three-cornered shelter with a sloping roof and 
no walls, where a pregnant woman and her husband move into at the time of a birth (Fock 
1963).  Immediately after the birth the woman’s mother cuts the umbilical cord with the 
jaw of a pirai fish and ties it up with a piece of kraua cord taken from a hammock (Fock 
1963, 140). Blood is rubbed off the infant with cotton and it is then bathed with cold 
water in a big clay vessel in the hut. The ears of the infant are pierced and the child 
receives its name (Fock 1963). From birth until the age of three, the ekatï of the child is 
not permanently linked to the body, but frequently accompanies the parents 
independently. During this period the child is called “the one that may lose its ekatï” 
(Fock, 1963, 141). Waiwai children can be suckled up to the age of eight if a brother or 
sister has not been born in the meantime, and up until this age the children sleep in their 
parents’ hammock, before receiving their own (Fock 1963). There is no great distinction 
between the world of the children and adults as children are regarded as a small equals 
who must not be ignored. It must be noted here, that it is not known if children of all ages 
are regarded as such.  
From about five years of age, the boys and girls are treated differently; little girls 
follow their mother to the fields and participate in digging up cassava tubers, while the 
boys practice with small bows and arrows (Fock 1963). As soon as the menarche occurs, 
the young girl informs her mother. The girl is told to sit down without anything in her 
hands and is not allowed to touch anything. If this girl happens to fall ill during her 
initiation, the yaskomo (“medicine man”) will not come to cure her (Fock 1963, 154). 
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From the moment the girl menstruates for the first time till about two years later the girl 
goes through her initiation ritual, approximately between the ages of eleven and thirteen, 
and is called emasï (Fock 1963). There is no such initiation for Waiwai men, but at the 
age of about thirteen to fifteen the boy will be given an apomi, an upper arm band of 
white bead strings, by his mother and is instructed how to wear it (Fock 1963, 159). In 
addition, the young man’s nasal septum is pierced to allow him to carry the radiant nasal 
decoration which consists of the red tail feather of a macaw (Fock 1963).  
 
3.3.1.2 – DEATH AND BURIAL  
 
According to the worldview of the Waiwai there are three causes of death and each is 
linked to a distinct period of life. When a baby dies it is always due to the poyin, which 
are certain supernatural dangers that can take the ekatï of the child. When this occurs it is 
clear to the Waiwai that inadequate caution has been shown by the parents (Fock 1963, 
161). When very old people die, it is because of their becoming weak and contradicting 
eperia (“fever”). Eperia is regarded as a kworokjam (“spirit”) as it is believed that if 
anyone sees the bones of a person who has died at an advanced age, the eperia of the 
dead person will try to catch the person in question (Fock 1963, 161). To all other ages 
the rule applies that death can be caused by a kworokjam, but this seldom happens since 
the medicine man (“yaskomo”) usually succeeds in bringing back the stolen ekatï to the 
body before it is too late (Fock 1963).  
When a man dies, his family and friends weep, rubbing their hands up and down 
their thighs. Immediate steps are taken to cremate the body, which is done before midday 
if the person died in the morning, and the next morning if death occurred at night (Fock 
1963, 163). The relatives of the deceased as well as the deceased’s children have their 
hair cut off because he has caressed it. The body of the deceased is laid down in a 
hammock and is carried to the funeral pyre by two or four of his closest relatives, which 
is at an open spot far from the village. The corpse is brought to the funeral pyre clad in a 
lap in the case of a man, or in an apron in the case of a woman (Fock 1963). In general, 
most of the village turns out to witness the cremation, except for the children as it is 
feared that their ekatï might be led away during the ceremony. The personal items of the 
deceased are destroyed at the same time of the cremation; a man’s bow and arrow and a 
woman’s baskets and spindle are destroyed and burned, but not on the pyre (Fock 1963, 
163). Only an odd, costly object may pass to a close relative who asks for it, for example 
a woman’s apron to her daughter or a man’s axe to his son. When the body of the 
deceased is cast onto the pyre, those who have no special connection with the deceased 
go home, while his family and friends remain for a time while watching the fire and 
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weeping (Fock 1963). Eventually when the fire burns out, a close relative takes a few 
bones out of the ashes because according to the Waiwai these bones are of importance for 
a magical blowing that takes place shortly after the cremation, while the rest of the burnt 
bones are collected on the ground and covered by leaves of the pimple palm and a few 
sticks are laid over to keep the leaves down (Fock 1963). Nothing more is done after this. 
No grave goods are placed with the deceased for the Waiwai do not believe in an 
“afterlife” (Fock, 1963). In the case of children, the burnt bones are collected and placed 
under an inverted clay vessel, either a parakwe (“drinking bowl”) or a tahelim (“cooking 
pot”).  
 The above described mortuary practices belong to the past activities of the 
Waiwai. Since the 1920s, the Waiwai practice burial with the position of the head to the 
east in order to see the sunrise. Furthermore, when a mother dies during childbirth the 
child is buried in her arms. Interestingly, children are buried and a month after this burial 
a vessel is placed over the remains (Fock 1963, 166). It is important to note here that this 
was all the information on this specific type of burial for children that could be derived 
from the literature.  
 
3.4 – ETHNOGRAPHIC ACCOUNTS OF THE AMAZON RIVER 
 
The last three ethnographic accounts that will be outlined in this chapter are drawn from 
indigenous communities situated at the mouth of the Amazon River. Although one of 
these indigenous communities did not practice urn burials or is situated within the 
research area, the deliberate choice was made to add this particular community to the 
ethnographic dataset, as descriptions of this society demonstrated the importance of 
personhood, rites of passage, worldview, and materiality to the way a society is 
constructed. The practices and rituals of this society are elaborate and are all related to the 
individual and its relationship with society and beyond. The most elaborate burial urns 
that are described in this chapter are recorded among the Marajoara and the Maracá-
society, the latter of which is especially noteworthy. Although little is known on the daily 
lives and rituals of these two communities, their practices have been described in some 
detail and are important to outline as they provide insight in the various mortuary 
practices known from this region. 
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3.4.1 – ARAWETÉ 
 
The Awaweté is a Tupi-Guarani speaking group of people taking residence in the eastern 
part of Amazonia, the middle Xingu in Brazil (Viveiros de Castro 1992). They live in 
conjugal houses which are arranged in a residential section, which means that these 
houses are inhabited by groups of close relatives facing onto their own patios (Viveiros 
de Castro 1992, 15). One of the fundamental characteristics of the Araweté village is the 
absence of a communal patio, an area in the middle of all the houses (Viveiros de Castro 
1992). For their subsistence, the Araweté practice agriculture, hunting, fishing and 
gathering, activities of which agriculture is the basis of their subsistence. Their main 
products are maize and bitter manioc; furthermore they cultivate sweet potato, yams and 
sweet manioc (Viveiros de Castro 1992, 40-1). Hunting is the focus of intensive cultural 
investment among the Araweté, as in the “heavens” everyone hunts (Viveiros de Castro 
1992). The Araweté fishing technique is divided into two periods; the season – from 
October until November – called pïdã nopi me (“beating the fish”) when poison vines are 
used, and the months of daily fishing when bow and arrows are used to catch the fish 
(Viveiros de Castro 1992, 43). Fishing is an activity which is executed by both men and 
women.  
 
3.4.1.1 – LIFE AND RITUAL 
 
The Araweté adopt a highly elaborate way of performing a rite of passage. From 
pregnancy till death a lot of different life phases are marked by rituals which are often 
extensive, but at the same time these life phases can be marked by some minor 
restrictions or obligations with no further ritual attached.  
During pregnancy for instance, the couple has to restrain from eating tapir since 
its spirit would trample on the mother’s belly, nor should they eat the thighs of deer as 
this would weaken the child’s legs, and furthermore the man is not allowed to eat 
pregnant female animals (Viveiros de Castro 1992, 180). Childbirth takes place in the 
nearby brush, the husband of the woman in labour assists her by picking up the child and 
cutting the umbilical cord. When this is done, the placenta is buried immediately at the 
place of birth. As soon as the child is born it is bathed in lukewarm water, and its ears are 
pierced – a practice similar to the Waiwai (Viveiros de Castro 1992). Afterwards, the 
parents enter into seclusion and spend most of their time at home and depend on relatives 
to take care of certain domestic tasks. On the night after the birth, the new mother has to 
undergo an imone-operation, which is a shamanic operation necessary to ensure the return 
of the soul to the body as the soul can leave during birth-giving (Viveiros de Castro 1992, 
 
66 
181). Two weeks after birth the infant begins to eat yams, potatoes and bananas 
premasticated by the mother. It is important to the Araweté that children have 
consciousness, which is defined by the degree of humanity of the infants. This is 
designated by the child’s ability to respond to communicative stimuli, such as something 
principal as a smile. If a baby dies before manifesting consciousness even its parents will 
not weep (Viveiros de Castro 1992).  
For a few more years, the personhood of the child is still not entirely stabilized as 
its soul is easily detached from the body and in order to prevent this from happening, 
children between one and four years undergo the imone-operation frequently. 
Furthermore during this period, until their child has reached the age of four, the parents 
avoid new conception (Viveiros de Castro 1992). Undesired children, however, are killed 
immediately after birth and buried with the placenta. There are various reasons as to why 
a child could be undesired, such as; divorce of the couple during gestation, death of the 
husband during this period, children born during epidemics, pregnancy which is too 
premature in relation to the prior one, and even fights between the spouses when the wife 
takes revenge by killing the child (Viveiros de Castro 1992, 184-5).  
From the age of three when the children start walking and such, they are being 
referred to as ta’i roho (“big offspring”). Between seven and eleven years old, boys are 
classified as piri ači (“green people”) and during this phase they go out to hunt and fish, 
and begin to build their small house next to their parents’ (Viveiros de Castro 1992, 185). 
There are no real food restrictions to mark reaching male adolescence, except that 
they have to avoid eating the yirarã turtle or they will tire easily when they have become 
adults (Viveiros de Castro 1992). From fifteen years onward till approximately the age of 
thirty young men are classified as pira’i oho (“a grown-up child”), a term that continues 
to describe all men whose children are not yet married (Viveiros de Castro 1992, 186). 
Men between thirty and fifty years are defined as “ripe” (“dayi”), and above this age they 
are referred to as “elders” (Viveiros de Catro 1992).  
 Girls between seven and eleven years old are called kãñĩ na’i roho (“child 
woman”), and many of them are handed over to an elderly person or someone who is 
physically handicapped and unable to obtain an adult wife (Viveiros de Castro 1992, 
186). Between twelve and fifteen the girls start to have their menstruation periods which 
they are not allowed to have in their parents’ house (Viveiros de Castro 1992). From 
puberty until thirty-five years of age, women belong to the class of kãñĩ moko which 
means “big women” (Viveiros de Castro 1992, 189). These women marry young but 
generally have their first child around the age of eighteen to twenty. Around thirty-five 
years and older women are classified as “adults” and, after menopause, as “elders”. 
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Middle-aged women have great influence in daily life as a residential section revolves 
around the eldest woman and is identified by her name (Viveiros de Castro 1992).  
 
3.4.1.2 – DEATH AND BURIAL  
 
According to the Araweté the gods are the formal cause of death and since they are 
immortal themselves it is they who define humans as mortals and kill them, revealing 
their essence (Viveiros de Castro 1992, 193). Manĩ, which means “to die”, refers to all 
loss of consciousness, but similar to the Guajiro, when people die, they are not truly dead 
(Viveiros de Castro 1992, 196). A person dies, either when the shaman is no longer able 
to keep the Maï – basically “Death” – at a distance, or when the shaman is no longer able 
to keep the corporal envelope sealed, letting the soul escape (Viveiros de Castro 1992, 
196-7). The Araweté believe that when a person dies he or she returns to the village in 
which they were born. 
Deceased children who did not yet have a name are buried inside or nearby the 
house and those who were a little older are buried nearby the brush. Although the death of 
a small baby arouses little emotion its burial attracts many people, generally more than at 
an adult burial (Viveiros de Castro 1992). Adults are interred at least 500 m away from 
the village along a hunting path which will be abandoned afterwards (Viveiros de Castro 
1992, 197).  
At the death of an adult individual, the body of the deceased person is guarded 
from the view of “owners of children”, especially if it concerns a mother. Only very close 
relatives and the spouse of the deceased turn to grief. After death has been pronounced 
the displays of sorrow are discreet, limiting to a short, low weeping (Viveiros de Castro 
1992). The body of the recently dead person is carried out of the house to the patio, where 
it is handed over to a relative who coats its hair and puts earrings on it. Then, wrapped up 
in an old hammock, the corpse is quickly transported to the burial site (Viveiros de Castro 
1992). Circular graves are opened and lined with old tipe mats, the human cadaver is laid 
on its side with the legs flexed, one arm under the head and the other crossed over the 
chest which is the same position used by the Araweté when they lie down on the ground 
(Viveiros de Castro 1992, 198). The face of the deceased is faced towards the setting sun, 
another cloth or mat is placed over the body and is then covered with earth (Viveiros de 
Castro 1992). Generally, a few objects are placed in the grave which will be useful in the 
afterlife, for instance a woman is buried with her griddle. A small fire is lit by the side of 
the tomb to keep away animals and to illuminate the dark path to the sky (Viveiros de 
Castro 1992). If the deceased was an “owner of children”, especially a mother, the grave 
is not covered with earth but is closed with a framework of lashed poles, which is done 
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because otherwise the earth would weigh down on the child of the deceased person 
(Viveiros de Castro 1992, 198). The period following the death of an adult is regarded as 
extremely dangerous. An occurrence of death triggers the immediate flight and dispersal 
of the villagers into the forest, from which they will not return until at least a month has 
gone by; they stay in the forest “until the body is finished” (Viveiros de Castro 1992, 
199).  
A few months after the burial, the grave is reopened “to look at the cranium”, to 
make sure all the soft parts of the body have disappeared. The graves of “the owners of 
children” are reopened sooner as even the wooden framework weighs down upon the 
children. After the bones have been “checked” for predator marks the grave is left open 
and regarded with what would be regarded as indifference in Western society as are the 
skeletal remains inside the grave (Viveiros de Castro 1992, 199). This lack of attention 
for the skeletal remains is related to the notion that according to the Araweté only flesh 
has memory and bones do not, for they believe that the process of decomposition is 
simultaneous to the disaggregation of the deceased’s memory (Viveiros de Castro 1992). 
It is only when the living have finally forgotten the deceased, that one may say the latter 
has truly forgotten the living. The dead person has then transformed into a generic Maï as 
well as a generic pirowï’hã (“ancestor”). The name of the deceased person remains, but 
he has died, at last, and the work of mourning has come to an end (Viveiros de Castro 
1992, 214). 
 
3.4.2 – MARAJOARA 
 
The Marajoara people inhabited Marajó Island, an island located at the mouth of the 
Amazon River (Schaan 2001, 109). The main subsistence source among the Marajoara 
are wild resources gathered from the forest the grasslands, and furthermore, they 
practiced agriculture (Schaan 2001). Around CE 500, the population on Marajó Island 
began to increase, as well as their level of social complexity which can best be 
characterized as a chiefdom (Schaan 2001, 111). 
 
3.4.2.1 – DEATH AND BURIAL  
 
The treatment of deceased individuals from the Marajoara society started with the 
removal of the flesh of the body which is done either by natural decomposition or by the 
hands of the relatives (Schaan 2001). The removal of the flesh from the bones relates to 
the belief that the soul inhabits the bone, and removing the flesh from the bones helps the 
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transition of the spirit of the deceased into the afterlife (Schaan 2001). When the flesh has 
been completely decomposed and only the bones are left, red paint is applied to them 
before the bones are neatly arranged inside a ceramic urn, with the skull placed at the 
bottom (Schaan 2001). Various grave goods such as small vessels, beads, pendants, and 
stone axes are placed inside the urn to accompany the recently deceased person in his or 
her journey to the afterlife (Schaan 2001). Sometimes a tanga is placed inside the urn 
along with these goods and is occasionally placed under the skull. The urn containing the 
bones of the deceased and the grave goods is then carefully placed in a hole which is 
located inside a house, with the rim of the urn protruding above the ground (Schaan 
2001). When the urn has been placed in the ground it is then covered by a lid, usually 
consisting of an inverted plate or bowl.  
 Although this account merely provides a general overview of the mortuary 
practices of the Marajoara, it does give an indication that the Marajoara believe in some 
life after death, especially considering the fact that several items are interred with the 
deceased for its journey to the afterlife.  
 
3.4.3 – MARACÁ -SOCIETY  
 
The Maracá River is located in the southern part of the Amapá state in the Lower 
Amazon (Guapindaia 2001). Along this river an indigenous society resided, the name of 
which is unclear, however they will be referred to here as the Maracá-society. There is 
not much information available on the daily life activities and rituals of this society. 
However, some information on their mortuary practices is present which is comparable to 
other indigenous people that have been discussed in this chapter. 
 
3.4.3.1 – DEATH AND BURIAL  
 
The cemeteries of the Maracá-society are situated in caves or rock shelters, containing 
various elaborate – secondary – urn burials (Guapindaia 2001). Interestingly, these burial 
urns are not buried rather they are left standing on the surface (see Fig. 11). Generally, 
there are two types of burial urns known from this region; anthropomorphic urns, 
representing a human figure sitting on a bench, and the zoomorphic urns, representing a 
four-legged animal standing on its legs (Ferreira Pena 1877). The anthropomorphic urns 
occur more frequently and vary greatly in size, which can range from 20 to 85 cm in 
height, additionally, they consist of three distinct parts; the head, the body – in which the 
bones of the deceased are interred – and the bench (Ferreira Pena 1877; Guapindaia 2001, 
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164). The head of the urn is adorned with well-defined facial expressions, as the 
eyebrows, eyes, mouth, and nose are clearly visible. A similar situation is visible on the 
body of the urn which shows a clear expression of the nipples, navel and biological sex 
(Ferreira Pena 1877). Additionally, these urns are attributed with arms and legs.   
 
 Figure 11, Maracá urn burials recovered at a cave-site (after Guapindaia 2001, 162). 
 
When a person dies the body is buried in order for the soft parts of the body to 
decompose (Guapindaia 2001). When the body is completely decomposed the bones 
become part of further mortuary treatment as they are placed inside the burial urn in an 
orderly fashion, women are placed in urns expressing female features and men in urn with 
male features (Ferreira Pena 1877; Guapindaia 2001). Members of the Maracá-society do 
not practice multiple burials as each individual is buried in his or her own urn. Besides 
having a separate urn for males and females, the way in which the bones are placed is 
also done in a particular order; the pelvis is placed at the bottom of the urn, the long 
bones against the wall, ribs and the bones of the hands and feet are placed on top of the 
pelvis and the skull is then placed on top of this (Ferreira Pena 1877; Guapindaia 2001, 
167). Both the anthropomorphic and the zoomorphic burial urns are generally painted 
with decorative motifs, which are often understood to have the function of identifying the 
individual, in the living world as well as in the world of the dead (Ferreira Pena 1877). 
 Although there is little information present on the mortuary practices of the 
Maracá-society or even on the manner in which their society is constructed, some 
valuable information can be derived from what is known. It has become clear that there is 
a variation in biological sex, although it always remains questionable if this separation 
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was always so strict. Furthermore, they practice secondary burial which can relate to their 
worldview as can be said from the decorations present on the outsides of the burial urns.  
 
 
 
3.5 – SUMMARY 
 
Several ethnographic accounts drawn from indigenous societies from the mainland of 
South America have been outlined in this chapter. In total, seven accounts have been 
described in this chapter, three from within the research area. There are some general 
parallels between the practices of these seven indigenous societies, the main of which is 
the practice of urn burial, with two exceptions.  
These accounts serve to illustrate the embodiment of mortuary practices – and 
other practices as well – performed by some of the earliest inhabitants of these lands. 
Furthermore, these accounts demonstrate the complexity of mortuary practices and all 
aspects that are part of such practices. In the next chapters the archaeological dataset will 
be outlined and further analysed. The results of this analysis will give insight in several 
patterns that may exist, which will then be compared to what has been described in the 
ethnographic dataset.  
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IV ARCHAEOLOGICAL DATA
 
 
4.1 – INTRODUCTION 
 
In this research the burials of several sites from Colombia, Western Venezuela, and the 
off-shore islands Aruba, Curaçao and Bonaire have been studied. The archaeological 
dataset that has been built for this study is based on several sites from this research area 
and will be further analysed in order to discern patterning in mortuary practices. 
Preceding this analysis and the discussion of the results it is important to get familiar with 
the available archaeological data derived from the literature in order to determine the 
possibilities and limitations of this data in terms of analyses.  
In this chapter, a brief synopsis of the cultural history of the area will be 
provided, as well as an overview of the Ceramic Age sites situated in the research area. 
The site descriptions presented in this chapter, will consist of a general overview of the 
data concerning the number of burials uncovered, the number of individuals retrieved 
from these burials, and the age and biological sex of these individuals when available. 
Similarly, detailed information on the burials has been inserted into the database and can 
easily be retrieved from it. Additionally, a brief description is given of archaeological 
sites known from Bolivia which have not been inserted in the database due to the highly 
fragmented state of this data.  
It will become clear throughout this chapter which particular sites have an 
interesting dataset which was used for further analysis. In total, 26 sites with more than 
274 burials were studied in this research. These burials uncovered the remains of more 
than 350 individuals, 304 of which have been inserted in the database (see Fig. 12). Due 
to the overall fragmentary state of the archaeological data, sites with 15 or more 
individuals were analysed in depth, which equates to a total of seven sites. This choice 
has been deliberately made, because it is believed that a site with less than 15 individuals 
will not convey significant results as due to the lack of data, no clear pattern can be 
distinguished. The manner in which the analysis was conducted and what the results are 
will be put forth and discussed in the next chapter.  
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Figure 12, Overview of the sites and burials, the sites that were further analysed in depth are 
highlighted in blue. 
 
4.2 – CULTURAL HISTORY OF THE RESEARCH AREA 
 
Western-Venezuela consists generally of the Maracaibo basin-area – the Zulia state – 
reaching out to the mountains to its south and east, and the coast to the north. Three 
ceramic styles originated and developed in this area; Dabajuroid, Tocuyanoid, and 
Tierroid (Rouse and Cruxent 1963). In the central region of Venezuela the ceramic style 
Valencioid originated, a style which is named after the basin and Lake of Valencia 
(Rouse and Cruxent 1963, 95). It is important to note that in this study the central region 
of Venezuela is included as part of Western-Venezuela. In the eastern part of Venezuela – 
which is not the focus of this research – the Saladoid, Guayabitoid, and Cabrantica 
ceramic styles developed (Rouse and Cruxent 1963). 
By 1000 BCE, the traditions of pottery making and the rise of agriculture spread 
to the eastern and western parts of Venezuela. During this so-called Neo Indian Epoch, 
agriculture developed to such an extent that it became the principal means of subsistence 
(Rouse and Cruxent 1963, 53). With time the eastern and western parts of Venezuela 
became more divergent, which becomes clearly evident by looking at the differences in 
 
75 
cultural practices and ceramic styles. The mortuary practices in the western part of 
Venezuela for instance, were focussed on shaft graves or urn burials in which deceased 
would be buried accompanied with many grave goods (Rouse and Cruxent 1963, 55). In 
contrast to the practices in the western part of Venezuela, the practices in the eastern part 
of Venezuela were more focussed the bodies of deceased individuals being placed 
directly into the ground, usually without any grave goods (Rouse and Cruxent 1963, 55). 
 The different ceramic styles recovered from Western-Venezuela raised and still 
raises a lot of debate, however, since this research is focussed on the mortuary practices 
from the Venezuelan mainland and the off-shore islands only a brief description of the 
two main ceramic styles which were observed at the sites under study will be given. The 
archaeological data from Venezuela presented in this chapter, is retrieved from both the 
western and central regions and can be related to the Dabajuroid and Valencioid 
traditions. These two ceramic styles will be further described in the following sections. 
 
4.2.1 – DABAJUROID 
 
The oldest – known – date for the Dabajuroid ceramic style is 2820 BCE, however the 
majority of this ceramic style is estimated to date between 1860 BCE and 445 BCE 
(Rouse and Cruxent 1963). Because of similar elements in their pottery, the Dabajuroid 
and Tierroid traditions, both present in Western Venezuela, are believed to have emerged 
from a Tocuyanoid-style background (Oliver 1989). Additionally, the Dabajuroid ceramic 
style is regarded as a local tradition within the coastal area of Falcón and Zulia state 
(Rouse and Cruxent 1963). The appearance of the Dabajuroid sherds varies greatly, but 
some general observations can, and were made (see Fig. 13). The Dabajuroid-style sherds 
are in general made of fine clay, the surfaces are smooth and chalky, and the thickness 
ranges from five to nine millimetres (Cruxent and Rouse 1958, 71). The basic vessel 
shapes consisted of jars, bottles and bowls of various sizes. Painting occurs on all forms 
or vessels, some are white, a few others have a red slip, but the majority are painted 
black-on-white, with geometric designs (Cruxent and Rouse 1958).  
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Figure 13, Examples of sherds with the Dabajuroid-style (Rouse and Cruxent 1963, 65). 
 
The Dabajuroid ceramic style tradition expanded in the Maracaibo basin after 445 BCE 
up into the San Cristóbal area of the Andes (see Fig. 14). Furthermore, this tradition 
expanded eastward along the coast into the Cumaná area – located in the Sucre state – 
and out to the islands (Oliver 1989; Rouse and Cruxent 1963, 61). Around CE 1150 the 
Dabajuroid tradition made its appearance on these islands. This expansion of the 
Dabajuroid ceramic style across the mainland and to the islands led to the development of 
many sub-traditions of the Dabajuroid ceramic style. The Dabajuroid-style pottery 
recovered on the islands Aruba, Curaçao, and Bonaire belong to the Dabajuroid-style 
Period IV-V, with a date ranging from CE 1150 to 1500 (Du Ry 1961). Dabajuroid 
ceramic style pottery reported from several sites on Curaçao and Aruba by Josselin de 
Jong (1920), Du Ry (1961) and Van Heekeren (1959) reveal that there are great 
similarities in the majority of the ceramics found on these Dabajuroid sites (Versteeg and 
Ruiz 1995). Previous research shows that the Dabajurans in Aruba maintained close 
relationships with the Venezuelan mainland (Dijkhoff 1997; Oliver 1989, 268-9). 
Dabajuroid pottery recovered from the Venezuelan site Hato Viejo for instance, show 
great similarities to the ceramics recovered from Aruba, Curaçao and Bonaire (Nomland 
1933, 739). Furthermore, it is believed that with the appearance of the Dabajuroid on the 
islands a new way of performing mortuary practices was introduced, such as the 
emergence of urn burials (Haviser 1987, 74).  
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Figure 14, Map showing the distribution of Dabajuroid sub-series (black and hatched arrows), the 
small arrows indicate interaction between sites and regions (Versteeg and Rostain 1997, 399). 
 
4.2.2 – VALENCIOID  
 
The Valencioid ceramic series, which is commonly known from the Lake Valencia-
region, originated in the central part of Venezuela. This series is estimated to have 
emerged at the end of Period III, around CE 300, and is still documented in the modern 
time (Rouse and Cruxent 1963). The Valencia pottery is best known from La Mata and 
Los Tamarindos, which are archaeological sites situated around Lake Valencia. The 
Valencioid ceramic style can be regarded as a local development within the Valencia 
basin, from which the style eventually spread to the north and west (Rouse and Cruxent 
1963). The Valencia pottery, in general, is coarse and tempered with sand and mica 
(Rouse and Cruxent 1963). The basic vessel shapes of this ceramic style consist of bowls 
or ollas (see Fig. 15). The Valencia-style bowls occasionally have perforated bases, and 
the ollas frequently have collars decorated with human faces (Rouse and Cruxent 1963). 
These human heads are in general flat and canoe-shaped, with coffee-bean eyes (Rouse 
and Cruxent 1963). Almost all the Valencioid sherds are coated with a red slip, and 
furthermore, incisions present on these sherds consist primarily of straight parallel lines 
which are separated by punctuations (Cruxent and Rouse 1958, 176).  
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Figure 15, Examples of Valencioid-style pottery (Cruxent and Rouse 1959, plate 68). 
 
The Valencioid series differs greatly from other late series of Western and North-Central 
Venezuela, such as the Dabajuroid, Tierroid, Memoid and Ocumaroid (Rouse and 
Cruxent 1963, 101). In contrast to these four other series, the Valencioid is the only one 
without painted designs, corrugations. Contradictory though, the Valencia style is linked 
with Western-Venezuela because of the figurines, miniature stools, stone and shell 
amulets that have been associated with the Valencia style (Rouse and Cruxent 1963, 101). 
Furthermore, the presence of urn burials also links the Valencioid series to other sets of 
ceramic series in the Western part of Venezuela, such as the Dabajuroid.  
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4.3 – SITES WITHIN THE RESEARCH AREA  
 
 
4.3.1 – ARUBA  
 
The island Aruba is the closest off-shore island from the Venezuelan mainland as it lies 
approximately 30 km from the coast of the Paraguaná peninsula. A large number of sites 
have been documented on this island. However, this research will focus on some of the 
Ceramic Age sites. The three largest sites observable in the Aruban archaeological record 
are Tanki Flip, located in inland west Aruba, Santa Cruz in inland central Aruba, and 
Sabaneta in coastal southeast Aruba (Versteeg and Ruiz 1995). These three sites were 
probably inhabited between CE 1000 and CE 1515 and are all identified as Dabajuroid 
sites. Considering the present soil potentiality of the areas in which these sites are located 
it is highly likely that the Dabajurans of Aruba developed an agrarian lifestyle (Versteeg 
and Ruiz 1995, 64; Toro-Labrador et al. 2003, 13).  
 The Sabaneta-site is a fairly large site, however due to the unavailability of in-
depth information concerning the burials it was possible to insert only one burial from 
this site into this research’s database. This one burial held the remains of one individual 
of indeterminate biological sex which had been interred in an urn which was filled with 
shell fragments, ceramic sherds, and some stones (Van Heekeren 1959, 109).  
The site Santa Cruz is situated in the western part of the flat central area of Aruba 
and is situated between the two other large Dabajuroid-sites; Tanki Flip to the northwest 
and Sabaneta to the southeast (Versteeg 2001). The occupancy period is based on 
radiocarbon dates and is estimated to have been between CE 950 and CE 1250. The Santa 
Cruz-site is located on soil which is favourable for agriculture. The site is estimated to 
measure 275 m in an east-west direction and 400 m in a north-south direction based on 
the dispersal of artefacts found on the surface (Versteeg 2001, 2). In total, more than 900 
features were excavated, including 31 features containing human bone material. The 
human burials were more or less located in clusters, which has been defined as burials 
situated less than 2 m apart from each other (Versteeg 2001). Four clusters were 
documented, containing four or more burials. The overall preservation of the human 
bones varied from poor to extremely poor (Versteeg 2001). Eight females were identified 
among the excavated burials, one possible female, three males, and 27 indeterminate 
individuals, the latter of which including both adults and juveniles. A wide variation in 
the burial method is seen on this site, as both urn and non-urn burials, burials with and 
without grave goods, and in some cases merely skulls were recovered on this site 
(Versteeg 2001).  
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The site Tanki Flip is the last of the three major Dabajuroid sites present on the island 
Aruba (Versteeg and Ruiz 1995). Tanki Flip is situated in inland western Aruba, on 
diorite subsoil with proper water-retention properties, which is similar to Santa Cruz 
(Versteeg and Rostain 1997). Both the absolute dates and ceramic style at Tanki Flip 
suggest an initial occupation from around CE 900 (Versteeg and Rostain 1997). The 
ceramics recovered from the surface of this site are nearly indistinguishable from the 
ceramics retrieved from sites on the mainland of Venezuela (Versteeg and Rostain 1997). 
In total, more than 2000 features have been excavated on this site, including 7 containing 
human remains. One feature with human remains was recovered in the centre of the 
excavation area, the other six were observed in the south, in two separate groups 
(Versteeg and Rostain 1997). Among the excavated burials, one female was identified 
along with five male individuals and nine indeterminate individuals consisting of both 
adults and juveniles. All of these burials have urns with the exception of a solitary adult 
burial (Versteeg and Rostain 1997, 326). Grave goods were present in all of the burials, 
except for two infant burials, consisting of shell blanks, both stone, and shell beads and in 
one case an axe (Versteeg and Rostain 1997, 326).   
 
4.3.2 – CURAÇAO 
 
The earliest archaeological research executed on Curaçao, was conducted by Antonius J. 
van Koolwijk (1881), who located several prehistoric settlements on this island (Haviser 
1987). Subsequently, Curaçao has been extensively researched by archaeologists working 
on sites initially described by van Koolwijk, but also other sites which were later 
discovered. Curaçao has a long prehistory; the first inhabitants probably migrated from 
Venezuela to the island around 2500 BCE (Haviser 1991). In this research, however, a 
total of six sites from Curaçao have been studied: De Savaan, Hato-2, Knip, San 
Hironimo, San Juan, and Santa Cruz. There is only one burial is known from the Knip-
site, which contained the remains of an individual of who there is no further known data 
on age or biological sex. Similar to the Knip site, one burial was recovered from San 
Juan. This burial uncovered the remains of an individual with unknown age or biological 
sex. 
 The Savaan-site is situated on the northern shore of the Piscadera Bay, in the 
south-central portion of Curaçao (Haviser 1987). The site has been dated approximately 
between CE 1424 and 1480 (Haviser 1987). During excavation of this Late Ceramic Age 
site, three burials were recorded containing a total of four individuals. The humans 
remains recovered from this site were identified as two males, one possible male, and one 
indeterminate individual. The age of one of the known males was estimated at 18-25 
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years, the other known-male and the possible male were estimated at an age of 26-35 
years (Tacoma 1985, 1989). The two single burials were inverted urn burials, and the 
third burial was a multiple burial but had no urn. One of the two single urn burials 
contained the remains of one of the male adults with an estimated age of 26-35 years, and 
many grave goods were present in this burial such as a shark’s tooth, calcite fragments, 
shell discs, and bird bones (Haviser 1987, 67-8). The other urn burial contained the 
human remains of the possible male individual, with an estimated age of 26-35 years. 
Similar to the other single inverted urn burial, there were many grave goods present in 
this burial such as a shark tooth, crab claw fragments, bird bones, and basalt debitage 
flakes (Haviser 1987). 
 Excavations at the Hato-2-site revealed five burials, containing the remains of six 
individuals. There is no biological sex estimation on three of the adult individuals, 
however, two juveniles were identified with an estimated age of 4-6 years and 11-14 
years respectively, of which the latter was buried with an adult individual of unknown 
age and biological sex. Additionally, an adult was identified with an estimated age of 36-
45 years (Wagenaar-Hummelinck 1959).  
 The San Hironimo-site is located in the inland, north-western part of Curaçao and 
is dated between CE 1438 and CE 1635 (Haviser 1987). In total two burials have been 
recorded; one contained the remains of an adult male, and the other contained the remains 
of a juvenile (Haviser 1987, 69). Both individuals were placed close together in the 
midden area; the juvenile was located close to feet of the adult male, which was also the 
area where possible grave goods were recovered. Interestingly, both individuals showed 
non-confirmed evidence of periostitis (Haviser 1987).  
 Research at the Santa Cruz-site came in the form of a salvage excavation in order 
to save the remains of two human skeletons (Haviser 1987). Due to the nature of the 
excavation and the poor preservation of the human bones, no biological sex or age could 
be estimated (Haviser 1987). On the other hand, grave goods were recorded in both of the 
burials, including a polished basalt celt, and several shell discs (Haviser 1987, 70).  
 
4.3.3 – BONAIRE 
 
The island Bonaire is the last island in the Aruba-Curaçao-Bonaire island chain, and is 
primarily a semi-desert island (Haviser 1991). The Ceramic Age on Bonaire begins at 
approximately CE 470, when people migrated to this island from the Venezuela mainland 
(Haviser 1991). During the Ceramic Age, agriculture became the main source for 
subsistence next to hunting and fishing and settlements became more permanent (Haviser 
1991). Two sites located on this island are part of this research; Amboina and Wanapa. 
 
82 
Due to erosion or building constructions most parts of these sites were ruined, resulting in 
the retrieval of only one burial on each site (Haviser 1991).   
 Radiocarbon dating conducted on Wanapa has dated this site from approximately 
CE 470 to CE 1445 (Haviser 1991). The burial recovered from Wanapa contained the 
human remains of a possible female, aged estimated between 26-35 years. Two varieties 
of ceramic sherds were associated with this burial, one of which is related to a large urn 
which was found over the legs of this individual (Haviser 1991, 83).  
 The Amboina burial, which dates about CE 1200, contained the remains of one 
person. These recovered human were identified as a male individual with an age 
estimated between 40-50 years (Tacoma 1980). Due to the poor documentation nothing 
more is known of this burial or site.  
 
4.3.4 – COLOMBIA 
 
There are several archaeological sites known from Colombia, though most of the 
literature on these sites is highly fragmented. Three sites from Colombia have been 
inserted into this research’s database and have been studied. However, before these three 
sites are described it is important to outline the practice of urn burials in Colombia, 
especially because of the nature of literature available from Colombia. 
The Department of Magdalena is a region in central Colombia which can be 
subdivided into four major regions (see Fig. 16). These regions are the Rancheria area, 
Cesar River, Lower Magdalena River, and the Sierra Nevada (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1954). 
This subdivision is based on the great difference that is present in the ecology of these 
four sub-regions (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1954, 353). Urn burials have been noted throughout 
the Magdalena-region and are present in all four of the sub-regions. The urn burials noted 
in the Rancheria area and the Lower Magdalena River for instance, consisted of large 
cylindrical containers with a lid on which anthropomorphic features have been modelled 
(Mendoza et al. 1995; Reichel-Dolmatoff 1954). These burial urns are ascribed to the 
Tairona culture, which characterized itself by anthropomorphic burial urns with a human 
face modelled on the wall of the vessel (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1954, 364).  
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Figure 16, The archaeological areas in northern Colombia (after Reichel-Dolmatoff 1954, 352). 
 
One of the three sites that has been further studied in this research is the Gairaca-site, 
which is a site located in the region of Santa Marta (Mason 1931). The urn burials 
recovered from this site were buried fairly close to the surface, at a depth of 
approximately 30 to 100 cm (Mason 1931). More than 52 urn burials have been 
recovered from this site, though it is not possible to give a precise number of burials 
recovered from this site due to the quality of the available archaeological evidence. In 
total, the 20 individuals that have been uncovered from these burials have been inserted 
into the database, but no biological sex or age could be ascribed to these individuals, with 
the exception of two adults and two juveniles. The overall state of the human skeletal 
remains was very poor as most of the remains were highly desiccated (Mason 1931, 26). 
Three main types of burial urns could be identified from this site, all of which consisted 
out of thick, coarse, reddish pottery, and a wall-thickness of 2 to 3 cm (Mason 1931, 26). 
It must be noted that the archaeologist who excavated this site is unsure whether or not 
the burials recovered from the site belong to the Pre-Columbian period, which he 
mentioned in a single sentence without further explanation (Mason 1931, 31). However, 
the burials recovered from this site are highly comparable to other sites within the 
research area, as will become evident in the next chapter.  
 The Nahuange-site is situated in the same geographical region as is the Gairaca-
site and consists of seven smaller sites, of which site-1 was the largest and contained the 
most archaeological material (Mason 1931). All of the burials that have been recovered 
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from this site comprised of both urn and direct burials, eight of which have been inserted 
in the database although probably more have been excavated. One burial was quite 
unique, as it was a stone-lined grave recovered at a depth of 210 cm; the bottom, top and 
sides of this burial were composed of a number of upright stone blocks (Mason 1931, 32).  
 The third and last site from the Santa Marta-region is the Palmarito-site which is 
situated on the northwest coast of Colombia (Mason 1931). Similar to the Nahuange-site, 
the Palmarito-site consists of several smaller sites. The central sub-site is a circular low 
mound, 950 cm in diameter (Mason 1931, 44). A circular sub-site, approximately eight 
metres in diameter revealed several burials, of which just a few were described in enough 
detail to enable further study. In total, four burials have been inserted into the database, 
one of which contained the remains of a juvenile. No further information is available on 
the other three individuals that have been retrieved from these burials. 
 
4.3.5 – VENEZUELA  
 
The largest sites studied in this research – besides the Santa Cruz site on Aruba – are 
located on the Venezuelan mainland. There has been a significant amount of 
archaeological research conducted in Venezuela in general, but also particularly in the 
area chosen for this research. In total, 12 sites from the Western part of Venezuela have 
been outlined in this research with the number of burials on these sites ranging from one 
to 84 burials. The main sites, those with more than 15 individuals recovered from burials, 
are La Pitía, La Mata, Los Tamarindos, and West Trench. The latter three are located 
fairly close together in the Lake Valencia region. La Pitía is located on the border of 
Venezuela and Columbia, just under the Guajira peninsula. The remaining eight sites are 
located between these two “extremities” and each will be briefly discussed below, based 
on their location from west to east (see Fig. 1).  
The name of the La Pitía-site is a Guajiro name given to a large shell mound 
situated a couple of kilometres from the coast near the base of the Guajira peninsula 
(Gallagher 1964, 24). The site has a long history of occupation demonstrated by the lower 
refuse of the site which was radiocarbon dated around 10 BCE (Gallagher 1964). 
However, the ceramic styles recovered from this site show resemblances to the 
Dabajuroid and the Tocuyanoid ceramic styles. Rouse and Cruxent furthermore estimated 
that this site was occupied at least until CE 1000 which corresponds to Period IV of the 
Tocuyanoid ceramic tradition (Rouse and Cruxent 1963). This site can be roughly divided 
into three phases; the Kusu phase, the Hokomo, and Siruma phase (Gallagher 1964). The 
Kusu phase is the earliest phase and is characterized by a high level of fishing activities, 
the practice of both primary and secondary burials, and the presence of grave goods 
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(Gallagher 1964). The successive Hokomo phase is considered the major occupation 
period of the site, defined by a great variation in the ceramic traits. Furthermore, five 
distinctive mortuary practices were executed during this phase as both primary and 
secondary burial was practiced, but also urn, bundle, and single skull burials (Gallagher 
1964). The last phase – the Siruma phase – can be classified by the lack of burial variety 
and absence of grave goods (Gallagher 1964). In total 11 burials were described by 
Gallagher, containing the remains of 21 individuals, five of which were identified as 
females, five males, and 11 of indeterminate biological sex. The age estimation on this 
site ranged from a new-born baby to a female adult of the age of 45+. Further analysis on 
this site will be presented in the next chapter.  
The Bellavista-site is situated about 200 m southwest of the shore of Lake 
Maracaibo in the Zulia state (Osgood and Howard 1943). The excavated portion of the 
site was six by eight metres and uncovered seven burial urns, two direct burials, and two 
lose skulls (see Fig. 17). Not all of these urns contained human remains, some contained 
animal bones while others were completely empty. However, a total number of eight 
individuals could be identified from these urns. The uncovered individuals consist of one 
adult male, two adults of indeterminate biological sex, and five individuals of unknown 
age and biological sex. All three of the adults and one unknown individual were buried in 
urns and the three adults were placed together in an urn (Osgood and Howard 1943, 129). 
In one of the direct, non-urn burials the buried individual was accompanied by a bowl 
containing oyster shells (Osgood and Howard 1943).   
 
 
Figure 17, Overview of the Bellavista site (Osgood and Howard 1943, 129). 
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The site El Mocao Alto is situated in the Mucuchíes area in the Venezuelan Andes and is 
dated approximately at CE 1100 (Wagner and Tarble de Ruíz 1975). At this site 18 
human skeletons were found in association with pottery and serpentinite and steatite 
plaques (Wagner 1973, 197). Unfortunately, only one burial is described by Erika 
Wagner as the remaining burials have been further described in another publication which 
is (momentarily) irretrievable. This one burial, which is described by Wagner, contained 
the remains of an adult of indeterminate biological sex (see Fig. 18). This person was 
covered with stone slabs and surrounded by pieces of raw material of serpentinite and 
steatite (Wagner 1973, 207). Furthermore, a bat-wing pendant was interred along with 
this individual.  
 
 
Figure 18, Burial with bat-wing pendant at El Mocao Alto site (Wagner 1973). 
 
The Mirinday-site is situated in the Carache valley and belongs to a sub-tradition of the 
Dabajuroid period IV ceramic style, dating from approximately CE 1000 to CE 1500 
(Rouse and Cruxent 1963). At this site, six burials were recorded, all of which were 
primary direct burials containing the remains of adult individuals (Kidder 1944, 92). 
These burials were uncovered fairly close to the surface at a depth ranging from 50 cm to 
a metre. Some of these burials had been covered by large stone slabs (Kidder 1944; 
Osgood and Howard 1943). One of the burials, one of an adult female – the only burial 
on this site with an estimated biological sex – was not covered by a stone slab.  
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The site Los Chaos is situated in the same area as the Mirinday site, only a couple of 
kilometres further downstream, and is also estimated to have been occupied around CE 
1000 to CE 1500 (Osgood and Howard 1943). Three burials were removed from this site, 
all of which were primary direct burials with the buried individuals placed in a flexed 
position (Kidder 1944). Two of the recovered individuals were adults, one of which was 
male, the third individual was estimated a juvenile. Similar to the Mirinday burials, they 
were covered with a stone slab (Kidder 1944).  
The Hato Viejo-site is situated near the point where the Codore River flows into 
the Caribbean Sea, in the Falcon state. Although many burial urns containing human 
remains have been noted from this site, only one was described in enough detail to be 
inserted into the database. This burial was a large urn burial containing the remains of 
two children; the skulls of these individuals were placed in a smaller urn which was then 
inserted in the larger urn with the rest of the post-cranial skeleton (Nomland 1933).  
The Grisol Collection is not an actual site as the name of the place where Mayeul 
Grisol excavated is unknown. All that is known from this place is that it is situated on the 
shores of the Apure River, in the south-west of Venezuela (Osgood and Howard 1943). 
Grisol discovered two fairly large urns, containing the remains of four individuals; two 
adults and two juveniles. The largest urn held the post-cranial skeleton of the four 
individuals, together with two polished stone axes (Osgood and Howard 1943, 46). The 
second urn, which is slightly smaller than the previous one, contained four skulls, two 
adult skulls – showing frontal-occipital flattening – and two juvenile skulls which were 
suggested to belong to the post-cranial skeleton found in the larger urn (Osgood and 
Howard 1943, 46-7).   
The La Ceiba Trench-site is situated on the La Cabrera peninsula and is located 
close to West Trench and on a somewhat larger distance from Los Tamarindos (see Fig. 
19). Five single burials were noted for the La Ceiba Trench site, four of which were 
secondary burials and one was a primary burial (Kidder 1944). All five burials were 
clustered close together and located close to the surface (Kidder 1944). The four 
secondary burials contained the remains of one adult male, one possible adult female, and 
two remaining adults were of unknown biological sex. The single primary urn burial 
uncovered the remains of a new-born baby, which was placed under the shoulder of the 
large urn of Burial 4 (Kidder 1944, 52). This baby was placed in a tightly flexed position 
on its left side, with the hands drawn under the chin, and a deep bowl had been inverted 
over the body (Kidder 1944, 53). The only burial of the La Ceiba Trench containing grave 
goods was Burial 4, in which the remains of an adult of indeterminate biological sex were 
recovered. The grave goods in this burial consisted of one animal and one human figurine 
(Kidder 1944, 49).  
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Figure 19, Excavations at La Cabrera, Lake Valencia (after Kidder 1944, 29). 
 
Los Tamarindos, similar to the La Ceiba Trench and West Trench, is situated on the La 
Cabrera peninsula in the Lake Valencia area (Kidder 1944). This site was estimated to 
date to Period III and IV of the Barrancoid and Valencioid ceramic style tradition, from 
about CE 920 (Rouse and Cruxent 1963). Los Tamarindos is very rich in archaeological 
remains which are for the most part associated with the recovered burials. The first 
archaeological work conducted in the region, and namely on the burials, was led by 
Marcano (1889). A total of 85 burials were recovered on Los Tamarindos by Kidder, 
containing the remains of 102 individuals. In this research 75 of these burials have been 
studied, which included the remains of 84 individuals. A total of five females, 12 males, 
six possible males, and 61 individuals of indeterminate biological sex have been 
identified. This particular dataset furthermore contains two adults with an estimated age 
of 18-25 years, three individuals with an age of 15-17, one juvenile with an estimated age 
of 4-6 years, and 20 juveniles with an age of 1-3 years. The remaining individuals were of 
indeterminate age. Further analysis of this site will be presented in the next chapter.  
The West Trench-site is the last site from the La Cabrera peninsula that will be 
discussed here. This site is situated approximately 120 m south-east of the La Ceiba 
Trench and approximately 200 m south-west of Los Tamarindos (see Fig. 19). From this 
site a total of 12 burials have been recovered, five of which have been included in this 
research. These five burials contained the remains of 16 individuals, all of which were 
buried in urns. The only urn burial that contained grave goods was a single burial, and the 
remaining four urn burials were multiple burials and had no grave goods.  
The San Mateo-site lies 23 km east of Maracay, near one of the affluents of Lake 
Valencia (Kidder 1944, 86). Four urns have been observed at the site, two of which 
contained human remains. These burials were secondary burials and in one of these urns 
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the remains of a young adult female were recovered, in the other the remains of an adult 
male with a frontally flattened skull have been documented (Kidder 1944, 87).  
The La Mata-site is situated approximately five kilometres to the east of Lake 
Valencia and belongs to period III of the Valencioid ceramic style, and is estimated to 
date around CE 920 (Bennett 1937; Chávez 2007; Rouse and Cruxent 1963). The sites 
consists out of at least 40 mounds, each of which has a diameter of approximately 30 m 
and is about three metres in height as measured from the centre of the mounds (Bennett 
1937). The top-soil of this site is characterized by a thick humus layer under which a 
limey soil mixed with small shells is present (Bennett 1937). The complete site – thus all 
of the 40 mounds together – revealed 115 burials in which the remains of 273 individuals 
were uncovered (Chávez 2007, 347). Two types of burial were identified from this site, 
namely direct-, and urn burials (Chávez 2007). Bennett conducted an excavation on one 
of these mounds which was situated on the eastern part of the whole site. In total, 25 
postholes were recovered and 57 burials, of which 36 were described in enough detail to 
fit into the research objectives of this study. The majority of the burials were located in 
the humus layer and were distributed in a circle around the centre of the mound (Bennett 
1937, 83). The total of 57 burials excavated at this site can be sub-divided in 29 urn 
burials, 27 direct burials and 1 comal-platter burial (Bennett 1937). This latter burial 
contained the remains of an infant which was placed on a cooking platter together with 
beads and seashell ornaments. In general, the primary direct burials were located at the 
top of the humus layer, and the urn burials in the lower humus (Bennett 1937, 133). From 
the information that has been recorded in this study, the 36 burials contained 43 
individuals, all of unknown biological sex. However, the remains six juveniles were 
identified – seven including the infant just described, – eight adults, and 28 individuals of 
unknown age. All children were buried in shallow urns and accompanied by beads or a 
bowl, according to Bennett’s description (Bennett 1937, 85).  
 
4.4 – ARCHAEOLOGICAL DATA FROM OTHER REGIONS 
 
The practice of urn burials is not restricted to the Venezuelan mainland and the off-shore 
islands rather the practice is present all over the world. On different sites in Puerto Rico 
for instance, urn burials have been recovered associated with child burials. Children 
buried in this context have been buried either under, or inside a pottery vessel (Gillott 
2009).  
In the vicinity of the research area a similar practice of urn burial has been noted. 
In the Llanos de Moxos (or Mojos), part of the Bolivian Amazon (see Fig. 20), numerous 
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urn burials have been recovered from mound excavations (Erickson 2000, 2006). The 
occupation period of this region is estimated between 800 BCE and CE 1600 (Walker 
2008). Extensive archaeological work was carried out along the Yacuma, a large west-
back tributary of the Mamoré River (Walker 2008, 413). This excavation, carried out by 
Prümers, confirmed that a great number of people use to have resided there, maintaining a 
burial tradition primarily involving burial urns (Prümers 2000, 2001, 2002). One of the 
mounds that have been excavated in the Llanos de Moxos; the Ibibate Mound Comlex, is 
located in the Beni-state (Erickson 2000). Several urn burials have been recovered from 
the Ibibate Mound Complex and other large mounds in the vicinity (Erickson 2000, 
2006).  
 
  
Figure 20, Map indicating the location of the excavated mounds in the Llanos the Moxos, Bolivia 
(after Erickson 2000, 222). 
 
The presence of burials within mounds is a common feature in South America as mounds 
excavated in Bolivia, Colombia, and Venezuela are generally understood to have 
functioned as cemeteries, among many other functions (Nordenskiöld 1916, 149). The 
burials recovered from the Ibibate Mound Complex consisted primary of urn burials 
which had been eroded out of the upper platform, causing the very poor state of the 
burials and human remains (Erickson 2006, 200).  
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4.5 – SUMMARY  
 
This chapter provided an overview of the archaeological sites that have been studied in 
this research. First, a general introduction to the cultural history of the research area was 
given, after which some detailed information on the sites was presented. This general 
overview of the archaeological dataset gives insight in the data as it clearly highlights its 
possibilities and limitations. Additionally, archaeological sites from the vicinity have 
briefly been discussed, as these sites demonstrate the wide-spread and complexity of both 
mortuary practices in general and urn burials in specific. This brief description of the sites 
within the research area already reveals some general patterning in mortuary practices on 
the sites and among the sites, however further analysis of the dataset is necessary in order 
to create an overview of these patterns and to further study them in depth. In total, 26 
sites have been studied in this research, however, those with 15 or more individuals 
recovered from burials have been further analysed. The seven sites that will be focal point 
of analysis are; Santa Cruz and Tanki Flip from Aruba, Gairaca from Colombia, and La 
Pitía, La Mata, Los Tamarindos, and West Trench from Venezuela. The remaining 19 
sites, however, will not be discarded as they will be considered in the discussion of the 
results as a means for comparison. The analysis that has been carried out as well as the 
results will be more elaborately discussed in the next chapter. 
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V  RESULTS OF THE ANALYSIS OF 
  THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL DATASET 
 
 
5.1 – INTRODUCTION 
 
The sites that have been gathered from the archaeological literature and have been 
included in this research’s database consist of a total of 26 sites. It must be noted, 
however, that some of these sites have a great amount of data available while others have 
a rather small amount. In this chapter the results of the analysis of seven sites – those 
characterized by 15 or more individuals retrieved from the burials – are discussed (see 
Fig. 21). The main variables used for study and comparisons were the biological sex of 
the individuals, their estimated age (based on non-Western age categories), the manner in 
which they were buried (type of burial), the presence or absence of grave goods, and the 
occurrence of an urn burial. With these variables outlined, general patterns were 
distinguished after which a more in-depth analysis could be made, elaborating on for 
instance, the material of the grave goods, the type of urn burial and/or a combination of 
the two factors.  
The first step of this analysis process was to distinguish patterns demonstrated by 
these seven larger sites on an inter-site level, after which these sites were compared to 
each other, to determine possible patterns among sites. It is important to note that the 
number of burials and individuals was taken into account when drawing such 
comparisons and that it was not possible to analyse all the variables of the database due to 
lack of (profound detailed) information on these variables. The seven sites with 15 or 
more individuals retrieved from burials served as case studies for the entire research area 
through which it was possible to get an idea of the diversity of mortuary practices in this 
large geographic region. Additionally, a schematic overview was created for these seven 
sites on which the presence of (general) patterns became clearly visible (see Appendix 
D).  
The analysis of the archaeological dataset is primarily aimed to discern patterns 
between the burials on a site and between sites. Some general observations were made in 
this dataset but also more specific observations which deserve to be described in detail in 
order to demonstrate the complexity of, and moreover the great level of variety within the 
mortuary practices recorded from these sites. Some burials of the seven sites that are 
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outlined in this chapter have also been described in more detail. It must be noted, 
however, that the remaining 17 sites will not be disregarded, as they will be considered in 
the discussion of the results – presented in this chapter – as a means for comparisons and 
when possible to support the patterns observed among the seven larger sites.  
 
 
Figure 21, Overview of the seven sites that were further analysed. 
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5.2 – INTRA-SITE COMPARISONS  
 
In order to get a notion of the manner in which the mortuary practices from different sites 
are related to each other, it is important to first observe the sites themselves and thus 
distinguish patterns on an intra-site level. Some of the burials from these sites have also 
been further analysed as these burials showed significant characteristics, such as a 
specific type of burial, or a distinctive grave good assemblage. Furthermore, the results of 
the analysis have been compared to field observations made during the excavations. 
Similar to the previous chapter, the order in which the seven sites are presented is 
determined by their location from west to east, starting with the sites from the off-shore 
island closest to the mainland of Venezuela; Aruba.  
 
5.2.1 – TANKI FLIP, ARUBA 
 
The number of burials presented in this research from the Tanki Flip site adds up to a 
total of seven burials, in which 15 individuals were retrieved. Of all the seven burials five 
(71%) were single burials and two (29%) were multiple burials (see Fig. 22). 
Furthermore, there were two primary burials, one secondary, and four unknown (see Fig. 
23). All of the burials were urn burials with the exception of one single primary burial; 
F2556. In this burial the remains of an adult male were uncovered, with an estimated age 
of 36-45 years. Additionally, several grave goods have been noted for this burial namely 
two un-perforated shell beads. The burial was situated approximately 1.5 m north of a 
single urn burial, F2559, in which the remains of a new-born baby were found. This 
burial did not contain any grave goods.  
 
 
Figure 22, Percentage of single and multiple burials on the Tanki Flip site. 
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Figure 23, Percentage of primary and secondary burials on the Tanki Flip site. 
 
In one of the other single urn burials the remains of a juvenile with an estimated age of 7-
10 years was found; F1702. This burial contained several grave goods such as, un-
perforated shell beads, a quartz stone, four shell fragments, and some charcoal (Versteeg 
and Rostain 1997). Similar to this burial is burial F1702A, which is another single urn 
burial in which the remains of a juvenile of indeterminate age were found. This burial 
furthermore contained grave goods, such as two un-perforated shell beads, a perforated 
circular schist bead, and much charcoal (Versteeg and Rostain 1997). These two burials 
are especially interesting since the teeth of one child were found in the grave of the other. 
These latter two burials were situated near the two multiple urn burials. One of 
these multiple urn burials (F1701B) contained the remains of three individuals, two adults 
of indeterminate biological sex and one juvenile with an estimated age of 4-6 years. In 
this burial grave goods were uncovered comprising a small black stone, a quartz bead, 
two un-perforated shell beads, and one perforated shell bead (Versteeg and Rostain 
1997). The other multiple urn burial observed in the vicinity (F1822A) contained the 
remains of seven individuals; four adult males, one adult female, one juvenile with an 
estimated age of 11-14 years, and one new-born baby. Additionally, this burial was 
associated with many grave goods, such as a diabese axe, several shell beads, a sturdy 
perforator, and two shell artefacts. The latter three grave goods were found on the male 
skull (Versteeg and Rostain 1997). The last burial known from this site is an isolated 
single urn burial (F836) in which only a few of the remains of a new-born baby were 
found. 
 Several patterns could be distinguished from these burials; all juveniles were 
buried in urns, both single and multiple urns, and the only non-urn burial was that of an 
adult male. In all the multiple burials adults were buried with at least one juvenile 
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individual. Besides, all juveniles with an estimated age of 0-3 years were buried under 
inverted urns. Almost all of the burials contained grave goods comprising of un-
perforated shell-beads, with the exception of two burials in which the remains of the new-
borns were recovered. No clear pattern on orientation of the body or face could be 
established.  
 
5.2.2 – SANTA CRUZ, ARUBA 
 
In total 33 burials have been analysed from the Santa Cruz site, in which a total of 39 
individuals were found. Similar to the Tanki Flip site, the majority of the burials were 
single burials, both primary and secondary, and furthermore, four multiple burials (12%) 
were found on this site (see Fig. 24). Of these 33 burials, 14 were primary burials, four 
secondary, and 15 unknown (see Fig. 25). In total, eight adult females, one possible 
female, three males, and 27 individuals of indeterminate biological sex – including both 
adults and juveniles – have been noted. All the urn burials were single burials as were all 
the burials in which the three known adult males were found. It must be noted that not all 
single burials contained burial urns. 
 
 
Figure 24, Percentage of single and multiple burials on the Santa Cruz site. 
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Figure 25, Percentage of primary and secondary burials on the Santa Cruz site. 
 
In the majority of the burials grave goods were found (66%), the remaining 11 burials 
(33%) did not contain any grave goods. No clear pattern could be distinguished between 
the presence or absence of grave goods in relation to individuals of a particular age, or 
between males and females. However, all the juveniles with an estimated age of 1-3 and 
4-6 years had grave goods interred with their remains. Despite the increase in number of 
individuals compared to the Tanki Flip site, no clear pattern on burial type, biological 
sex, presence or absence of urns, and orientation of the body or face could be 
distinguished. Additionally, clusters – that were observed during excavation activities on 
the sites by Versteeg (2001) – have also been compared and analysed, which revealed no 
clear pattern as well. The only pattern that could be distinguished was based on grave 
goods as all the male individuals had been recovered associated with ceramic pottery. 
 There were, however, burials on this site that are particularly noteworthy and 
warrant a more detailed description. For instance, there is burial F151, which is a single 
primary burial containing the remains of an adult male with an estimated age of 26-35 
years (see Fig. 26). The body of this person was oriented in a west-east direction with his 
face towards the north-west. Furthermore this individual held a red pedestalled bowl 
between his hands above his head. Additional grave goods were; a square perforated shell 
bead, an un-perforated round bead, and two polishing stones (Versteeg 2001).  
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Figure 26, Adult male (26-35y.) holding a pedestalled bowl (after Versteeg and Rostain 1997). 
 
Burial F92 is another burial which has some distinctive aspects as this is a multiple burial 
in which two adults, one of which is female, were found under a griddle onto which the 
remains of a young child was placed. Some small grave goods were retrieved in this 
burial which comprised of a perforated molar and three square shell beads. Additionally, 
the burials F682 and F875 had some noteworthy grave goods inserted with the remains of 
juveniles both of which were facing in an east-west direction. In burial F682, the remains 
of a juvenile with an estimated age of 1-3 years were recovered, the grave goods that 
were part of this burial comprised of a fragment of deer’s antlers (Odocoileus sp.) – 
interestingly enough, deer only occurred on Curaçao, not on Aruba (Versteeg 2001). No 
further information is available on this burial. The last burial that will be described from 
this site is burial F 875, which contained the remains of a juvenile with an estimated age 
of 4-6 years. In addition to these remains, a perforated diabese amulet, coral and some 
pottery and stone were recovered from this burial.  
 
5.2.3 – GAIRACA, COLOMBIA 
 
In total, 19 burials from the Gairaca site have been analysed, in which the remains of 20 
individuals were uncovered. From these burials, one was a multiple burial, three were 
single burials, and 15 were unknown (see Fig. 27). The majority of the burials were 
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secondary burials (see Fig. 28), as 17 burials were secondary burials and two were 
primary burials.  
  
 
Figure 27, Percentage of multiple and single burials on the Gairaca site. 
  
 
Figure 28, Percentage of primary and secondary burials on the Gairaca site. 
 
A clear pattern that could be distinguished was that all of the urn burials were secondary 
burials and all of the non-urn burials were primary burials. Due to the fragmentary state 
of this data only general observations were made, however, there are some noteworthy 
burials. For instance, there were two secondary urn burials (F8 and F9) in which the 
remains of two juveniles were uncovered. Both individuals had been buried inside an urn 
atop of which an inverted urn was placed, and furthermore, grave goods have been noted 
for both burials. Burial F8 contained more elaborate grave goods compared to the other 
burial; burial F9 contained 1 small cup of unknown type and several shells, while the 
juvenile retrieved from burial F8 was accompanied by one small red pottery vessel, one 
vase of black ware containing fragments of other small black pottery, five black pottery 
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whistles, two large quartz beads, a stone axe head, and some animal bones (Mason 1931). 
Another noteworthy burial is F2, which is the only multiple burial recorded and contained 
the remains of two adults of indeterminate biological sex; no further information is 
available on this burial. The last noteworthy burial from this site is F19, an unknown 
primary burial recovered at a depth of maximum 110 cm containing the remains of an 
individual of unknown age and biological sex. Interestingly though, this individual was 
uncovered holding a conical stone object in his hands (Mason 1931). 
 No in-depth analysis of the uncovered burials could be performed due to the 
fragmented nature of the data. However, some general and noteworthy observations were 
made as all of the known juveniles were buried in single urn burials and were found 
associated with grave goods. Additionally, all known adults were buried in multiple 
burials (the only multiple burial recovered from the site) and no associated grave goods 
were recovered from this burial. All of the primary burials were associated with grave 
goods. No further patterning could be distinguished on the basis of age or biological sex, 
furthermore, no information was available on the orientation and position of the body and 
face.   
 
5.2.4 – LA PITÍA, VENEZUELA 
 
The number of burials presented in this research from the La Pitía site adds up to a total 
of 11 burials, in which 21 individuals were noted. From these burials, eight (72%) were 
multiple burials and three (28%) were single burials (see Fig. 29). The majority of these 
burials were secondary burials (see Fig. 30). Furthermore, all of the urn burials were 
multiple secondary burials, which is a total of three urn burials for this site.  
 
 
Figure 29, Percentage of single and multiple burials on the site of La Pitía. 
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Figure 30, Percentage of primary and secondary burials on the site of La Pitía. 
 
Three of the in total eight multiple burials were urn burials (F1, F2, and F3), which were 
located close together (see Fig. 31). One of these multiple urn burials, F1, contained the 
skulls of one male with an estimated age of 18-25 years, one adult female, and one 
juvenile with an estimated age of 1-3 years. These individuals were buried in an urn on 
top of which an inverted urn was placed, forming an egg-like constructing. Additionally, 
several grave goods were found in this burial comprising of two oval quartz polishing 
pebbles, one large (6x3x1) and one small (3x2x1). About  1 m north-east of this burial, 
multiple urn burial F2 was located, which contained the skulls of two male adults and two 
females with an estimated age of 18-25 years – the latter were separated from the two 
males by filling. This burial was found 50 cm north-west of the previous burial and is 
similar to the first mentioned urn burial, F1, as the remains were found inside an urn on 
top of which an inverted urn was placed, resembling an egg-like form. The urn burial 
contained several grave goods, which were only found in relation to the two female 
skulls, comprising of two oval polishing pebbles; the large one (5x3x1) was made of 
milk-coloured translucent quartz, and the smaller (3.5x2x1) was a yellow-brown opaque 
chert (Gallagher 1964). The last multiple urn burial known from this site and this cluster 
was situated about 40 cm east of the previous burial. In this burial, the skulls of one 
female with an age estimated of 45+ and two other individuals with an estimated age of 
15-17 years were recovered. Similar to burial F2, the skull of the women was separated 
from the other two with a filling. In contrast to the previous mentioned urn burials, one 
urn was found in this burial in which the skulls had been placed. Furthermore, this urn 
burial contained grave goods which included a polishing pebble (4x3x2) of milk-coloured 
translucent quartz and 8 ceramic sherds (Gallagher 1964). Of note here is that all three 
burial urns were decorated; the urns from burials F1 and F2, those with an egg-like shape, 
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were decorated with Hokomo painted-on-natural type with black lines, and urn burial F3 
was decorated with Kusu painted-on-white type (Gallagher 1964). 
 
  
Figure 31, Location of the three multiple urn burials, in the same order from left to right as 
described in the text (after Gallagher 1964). 
 
One burial that is really striking in the dataset of this research area is a multiple primary 
burial which was recovered 200 cm below the surface. This burial (F11) contained the 
remains of an adult female and a new-born, it seems that both persons died during 
childbirth as only the legs of the child are free from the birth canal (Gallagher 1964). 
Another interesting burial is burial F8, a multiple non-urn burial in which several skulls 
were found with one skull identified as the skull of a child. In the eye sockets, two shell 
ovals were recovered next to some other grave goods, comprising of two sets of ear-
spools; one made of Anthracite and one of shell (Gallagher 1964). A similar burial (F7) 
was retrieved in the vicinity in which several unidentified skulls were noted. Similar to 
the previous burial, one of the skulls had shell ovals placed in the eye sockets, and 
furthermore, three fairly large shell beads were also found in this burial (see Fig. 32).  
 
 
Figure 32, The shell beads found in burial F7 (after Gallagher 1964). 
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The two other burials which contained grave goods were two singe burials (F4 and F5)  in 
which the skulls of two adult males were found, both of which were resting on a column 
of shell that was 25 cm in diameter. On the skull of one of the males, ochre was detected, 
together with accompanying grave goods, such as a ground shell oval (55x33x2 mm) 
which was placed in the right eye socket of the cranium (see Fig. 33). The other male 
skull was found with ground shell ovals placed in both eye sockets (41x18x3 mm).   
 
 
Figure 33, Ground shell oval found in burial F4, located in the right eye socket of the skull of the 
adult male (after Gallagher 1964). 
 
Some clear patterns could be distinguished from these burials; all urn burials were 
multiple secondary burials, in which females were found associated with polishing 
pebbles – the same amount of pebbles as the number of females in these burials. All 
females were found in multiple burials, both primary and secondary, and all men were 
found in secondary burials, both single and multiple. Additionally, all known adults were 
recovered in secondary burials, both single and multiple. Grave goods were only found in 
secondary burials, both single and multiple burials – though not all secondary burials 
contained grave goods. All of the urn burials were decorated and contained grave goods 
as well as the remains of at least one female individual. Furthermore, all juveniles with a 
known estimated age of 1-3 years and related to urn burials, were buried under inverted 
urns. Another pattern could be distinguished based on the different age categories; all 
juveniles with an estimated age of 15-17 years were buried in multiple secondary burials 
with their heads facing in an eastern direction. No further patterns could be distinguished 
based on the orientation of the body or face of the deceased. 
 In the analysis of this site, similar patterns paralleled the observations made by 
Gallagher; he also observed a relation between the number of polishing pebbles and the 
number of females in a burial (Gallagher 1964).  
 
5.2.5 – LOS TAMARINDOS, VENEZUELA 
 
From the site of Los Tamarindos 75 burials have been studied in this research; in these 
burials the remains of 84 individuals were uncovered. From these 75 burials, 68 (91%) 
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were single burials, and seven (9%) were multiple burials (see Fig. 34). Furthermore, 31 
were primary burials and 44 secondary (see Fig. 35). Additionally, a total of 31 urn 
burials have been noted, all of which were secondary burials (see Fig. 36). The majority 
of these urn burials comprised of one burial urn in which the remains of the deceased 
were placed, with the exception of one burial (F48) in which the remains of an adult male 
and a juvenile with an estimated age of 1-3 years were found. There was one multiple 
burial which contained grave goods, this burial (F62) was an urn burial in which the 
remains of two adults were found; one male and one possible male. The grave goods from 
this burial consisted of fish bones.  
 
 
Figure 34, Percentage of single and multiple burials on the site of Los Tamarindos. 
 
 
Figure 35, Percentage of primary and secondary burials on the site of Los Tamarindos. 
 
 
 
106 
 
Figure 36, Presence of urn burials among the different burial types. 
 
One very interesting burial from this site is burial F9; a multiple urn burial in which the 
remains of three adults of indeterminate biological sex were found. No grave goods were 
found in this burial, but the three urns – in each of which an individual was noted – were 
stacked on top of each other. Unfortunately, there is no further information available on 
this burial.  
There are several burials from which noteworthy grave goods were retrieved; 
such as a single secondary burial (F22) in which the remains of a juvenile with an 
estimated age of 1-3 years were found. In this burial, some small vessels were uncovered, 
as well as a figurine and a necklace (Kidder 1944). Another striking burial was burial 
F27, a single primary burial in which the remains of an adult male were recovered, and 
similar to the burial from Santa Cruz, antlers were found situated at the side of the skull. 
Besides these two burials another burial contained grave goods; burial F70, a single 
primary burial in which the remains of an adult of indeterminate biological sex were 
noted. Next to the head of this individual, a pipe of La Cabrera polished gray ware was 
observed (Kidder 1944, 52). The last described burial here with interesting grave goods, 
is a single primary burial (F50) containing the remains of a female with an estimated age 
of 18-25 years. The woman in this burial was buried flexed on her back on top of a string 
of heavy shell beads (see Fig. 37).  
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Figure 37, Burial F50 in plan-view (after Kidder 1944, 50). 
 
Many patterns could be distinguished from this site, for instance all of the urn burials 
were secondary burials and all of those with grave goods were urn burials in which the 
body was placed in a single urn. A total of 15 (75% of the total number) juveniles with an 
estimated age of 1-3 years were found in urn burials, the remaining 5 (25%) with this age 
estimation were observed in single non-urn burials. Additionally, all burials in which the 
remains of known female individuals were noted were single burials, both primary and 
secondary. The Los Tamarindos site is one of the few sites in this analysis which shows 
some patterning related to the ages of the individuals as all adults with a known estimated 
age of 18-25 years were found buried in single primary burials, as were all juveniles with 
a known estimated age of 4-6 years. Furthermore, all juveniles with an known estimated 
age of 15-17 years were buried in single burials, both primary and secondary, and all 
juveniles with an known estimated age of 1-3 years were buried in secondary burials, 
both primary/secondary and both with and without an urn. A clear pattern was also 
distinguished in the presence or absence of grave goods; all female individuals had been 
found associated with shell material and all the male individuals were recovered with 
various kinds of animal bones. No clear pattern could be distinguished on urn burial 
architecture in relation to biological sex or age.  
 Conclusions made by Kidder himself on the burials of this site reveal different 
patterns than what was detailed in the analysis of this research as he mentions, for 
instance, that 44% of all children had grave goods and 68% of these children had beads or 
ceramics (Kidder 1944). Furthermore, 55% of all the adults had grave goods.  
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5.2.6 – WEST TRENCH, VENEZUELA 
 
From the five burials that were excavated on this site, four were multiple burials and one 
was a single burial (see Fig. 38). These burials, in which a total of 16 individuals were 
found, were all secondary urn burials. The only burial with grave goods was the single 
burial, F4, in which the remains of an adult of indeterminate biological sex were 
uncovered. These grave goods included white pebble which was put on top of the body 
and filled the urn. Furthermore, this single urn burial was the only burial with more than 
one urn as the body of this individual was placed in a jar-shaped urn on top of which an 
upright urn was placed.  
 
  
Figure 38, Percentage of single and multiple burials on the West Trench site. 
 
Another pattern that could be distinguished from this site was that within the multiple urn 
burials a juvenile was always found buried together with the same number of adults. Due 
to the lack of estimation of age or biological sex, no further patterns could be discerned 
on these variables. Similarly, no clear patterning could be concluded based on the 
orientation of the body or face of the individuals. It has been taken into account that not 
all burials from this site are present. However, Kidder remarked in a publication of his 
research on this site that “there is no reason to fear, however, that the percentages of 
burial types given […] would be changed significantly by the absence of this data, since 
the number of burials in the West Trench included all secondary types” (Kidder 1944, 
43). 
 
5.2.7 – LA MATA, VENEZUELA  
 
A total of 57 burials have been excavated at the site La Mata, 36 of which have been 
studied in this research, containing the remains of 43 individuals. The majority of the 
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burials were single burials, namely 26 (72%). Furthermore, there were three multiple 
burials and 7 unknown (see Fig. 39). From the total of 36 burials, 19 were primary 
burials, 13 secondary, and four unknown were noted (see Fig. 40). 
 
 
Figure 39, Percentage of single and multiple burials on the site of La Mata. 
 
 
Figure 40, Percentage of primary and secondary burials on the site of La Mata. 
 
One burial was quite different from all the other burials on this site, namely burial F 37B, 
the burial of a new-born baby and the only one from the site further studied in this 
research. This burial was a single primary burial in which the skeleton of the new-born 
had been place on top of a cooking platter, accompanied with beads and seashell 
ornaments (Bennett 1937). Another interesting burial from this site was a single burial 
(F18A) containing the remains of a juvenile of indeterminate age. This juvenile was 
accompanied with four different kinds of beads and a stone frog (Bennett 1937). 
Unfortunately no more information on this burial is available. 
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Despite the lack of detailed information on the burials, namely the estimations on 
biological sex and age, some patterns could be distinguished from this site. All 
individuals found in single secondary burials with a known face orientation were oriented 
towards the south. All known juveniles, although none of them have any age 
determination besides the above mentioned new-born, were uncovered in single burials, 
and all had grave goods. Additionally, individuals with cranial modification were only 
retrieved from secondary burials. Under all urn burials in which the bodies of the 
deceased were placed inside a single urn ash had been found. No further pattern could be 
distinguished based on the biological sex or age of the individuals.  
More patterns were notes by Bennett, as he observed that all juveniles were 
buried in shallow urns of thick red-finish ware with wide open-mouths. In addition, all 
juveniles were buried with beads or a bowl (Bennett 1937, 85). Due to the lack of detailed 
description on most of the burials it was not possible to discern the same patterns as those 
that have been observed and described by Bennett.  
 
5.3 – INTER-SITE COMPARISONS 
 
Several noteworthy patterns have been identified in the mortuary practices of these seven 
larger sites. However, some patterns were also distinguished on an inter-site level, which 
will be further outlined here. On the Tanki Flip site on Aruba, and the West Trench site in 
Venezuela, multiple (urn) burials contained the remains of both adults and juveniles and 
all of the multiple burials contained at least one adult and one juvenile individual. In 
contrast to Tanki Flip, the number of adults in the burials from West Trench was always 
equal to the number of juveniles in the same burial. Similarly, none of the multiple urn 
burials from West Trench were found in association with grave goods, which was the 
case however, in the burials recovered from Tanki Flip.  
The majority of the burials on Tanki Flip, Santa Cruz, Los Tamarindos, and La 
Mata were single burials. Additionally, the majority of the burials that contained grave 
goods were also single burials which has been observed in all of the sites, except for La 
Pitía. The remains of the known female individuals recovered from Tanki Flip, La Pitía, 
and West Trench were found buried in multiple burials. Moreover, all the urn burials 
from Gairaca, La Pitía, Los Tamarindos, and West Trench were secondary burials. It 
should be noted, however, that secondary urn burials have been observed on Tanki Flip, 
La Mata, and Santa Cruz, but these sites also uncovered several primary urn burials.  
Another pattern that could be identified was based on the various age categories; 
juveniles with an estimated age of 0-3 years – from Tanki Flip and La Pitía –, who have 
been buried in urns, were all buried under inverted urns. This a very interesting pattern 
 
111 
which clearly demonstrates the social position of children belonging to this age category, 
but this will be further explained in the next chapter. Lastly, the urn burials from La Pitía 
and Los Tamarindos – of which the depth is known – were buried fairly close to the 
surface; those from La Pita at a depth of 70 cm and those from Los Tamarindos at a depth 
of 200 cm. No further patterns could be discerned on the variables; face orientation of the 
deceased, body orientation, and the position of the deceased.  
 
5.4 – COMPARISONS TO THE OTHER SITES  
 
In order to distinguish possible patterns between one of the seven sites described in this 
chapter and the remaining 17 sites, further analysis have been conducted. In this case, 
sites with a minimum of five individuals retrieved from burials have been taken into 
account to discern patterns on these sites and to study to what extent the above described 
seven sites can be seen as representative of the entire research area. In total, four 
additional sites have been analysed; Hato-2 on Curaçao, Bellavista, Mirinday, and La 
Ceiba Trench in Venezuela. 
The majority of the burials on these sites were single burials, which corresponds 
to the sites Tanki Flip, Santa Cruz, Los Tamarindos and La Mata. Similarly, the majority 
of the burials with accompanied grave goods were also single burials; this has been 
observed in Hato-2, Bellavista, and La Ceiba Trench – though there were no grave goods 
recovered from the Mirinday site. Interestingly, the same situation is present at Tanki 
Flip, Santa Cruz, Los Tamarindos, West Trench, and La Mata.  
All urn burials from Hato-2 and Bellavista were secondary urn burials, which 
corresponds to those found on Gairaca, La Pitía, Los Tamarindos, and West Trench. It 
should be noted that the majority of urn burials found on Mirinday were also secondary 
burials as one out of the five burials was a primary urn burial.  
Subsequently, it is important to outline a general overview of the patterns that 
have been discerned throughout the entire dataset as there seem to have been a general 
preference for single burials, and furthermore, the majority of the grave goods were also 
found in single burials. Additionally, the practice of secondary urn burial revealed a 
pattern that has been observed throughout the entire dataset. Furthermore, all multiple urn 
burials recovered from sites within the research area were secondary burials, except for 
De Savaan site. The last pattern that will be outlined here is the placement of burial urns 
close to the surface. This pattern has been observed in several archaeological sites, such 
as; De Savaan, Sabaneta, San Mateo, Gairaca, La Pitía, Bellavista, and Los Tamarindos. 
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The maximum depth at which these urns were buried ranges from 10 cm on Bellavista to 
approximately 250 cm on Los Tamarindos. 
 
5.5 – SUMMARY 
 
The results of the analysis of the archaeological dataset have been presented in this 
chapter. These results reflect data from seven sites with 15 or more individuals recovered 
from burials. Some interesting patterns could be distinguished, however due to the overall 
fragmentary nature of the data, not all variables could be further analysed as no patterns 
could be distinguished on the positioning of the deceased, or on the orientation of the 
body or face, due to the lack of detailed information. In addition to these seven sites, 
some smaller sites have also been analysed in order to see to what extent the main seven 
sites can be seen as representative for the entire research area, which brings the total of 
sites studied in depth to 11 sites. 
From the analyses carried out on the entire dataset it seems evident that the main 
seven sites are in general representative for the entire research area. The main seven sites 
have been compared to each other, to four of the smaller sites, and some general patterns 
in the entire archaeological dataset were identified as well. The main patterns that were 
discerned were identified on the variables biological sex, age, and burial type. 
Inevitably, this leads to a discussion concerning the data that has been analysed, 
and concerning the forthcoming results of this analysis. This will be further explored and 
reviewed in the next chapter. Furthermore, these results as well as the ethnographic 
dataset will be studied in depth in the next chapter, which will be done in light of the 
theoretical framework in order to identify and understand the various social aspects of 
these mortuary practices.  
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VI  DISCUSSION 
 
 
6.1 – INTRODUCTION 
 
The theme of this thesis is the study of mortuary practices of Ceramic Age sites on the 
mainland of Colombia, Western-Venezuela and the off-shore islands Aruba, Curaçao and 
Bonaire. The main objective of this research is to study how the various social aspects of 
mortuary practices within the research area can be distinguished using archaeological 
evidence and ethnographic data. However, in order to do so it was important to study 
both the ethnographic and archaeological datasets separately before bringing them 
together. Similarly, by the means of a database a synthesis was made of the available 
archaeological data on the mortuary practices within the research area. Through this 
database an overview was created of the available data, which was necessary in order to 
be able to distinguish patterns on both an inter- and intra-site level. Besides the use of 
ethnographic sources in order to identify and understand the various social aspects of 
mortuary practices within the research area, it is necessary to apply theories drawn from 
various fields in social studies to the results of the data analysis. The theoretical 
framework that has been created for this particular study is of great importance in order to 
gain in-depth understanding of the social aspects of these practices and what they reveal 
on the sociality of the societies under study, as they provide in-depth information on the 
individual person and the interaction between persons within a society.  
 The previous chapters dealt with the ethnographic and archaeological dataset as 
they were outlined and discussed, furthermore, the chapter preceding this one outlined the 
results of the analysing process. In this chapter, the results of this analysis will be 
discussed in light of the theoretical framework and the two separate datasets are brought 
together in order to assess which social aspects can be seen as determinant factors in how 
mortuary practices are constructed and performed.  
 
 
6.2 – ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND ETHNOGRAPHIC DATA: COMBINING THE DATASETS 
 
The archaeological dataset has been analysed on an inter-site and intra-site level in order 
to distinguish patterns in mortuary practices on a site and between sites. The ethnographic 
accounts highlighted the daily life practices, including the mortuary practices, of various 
indigenous societies situated on the mainland of South America. The next step is to place 
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the archaeologically observed patterns into perspective, which can be achieved through 
complementing the archaeological dataset with the ethnographic dataset. It became clear 
that some patterns were more compatible with the ethnographic dataset than other 
patterns, but this will be further explored and discussed in this section.  
 One of the most striking and interesting patterns identified within the 
archaeological dataset is the specific burial treatment for children under the age of three, 
most of which involve burial urns. On the sites Tanki Flip and La Pitía children belonging 
to this age category were found buried under inverted urns. Only one of these burials 
from Tanki Flip is known to be a primary deposit, the rest is unknown and the urn burial 
from La Pitía was a secondary deposit. On Los Tamarindos all of the inverted urn burials 
contained the remains of children under the age of three, and furthermore, all were 
secondary deposits. This specific practice of burying children under the age of three in or 
under (inverted) urns is a clear indication that these children had a different social 
position within a society, at least after death, as these observations clearly demonstrate. It 
is very plausible that these young children were looked upon differently from the rest of 
the members of the society as they were most likely not even regarded as (true) members 
of the society because of their age. The archaeological evidence clearly demonstrates a 
distinction between these children and the remaining members of a society after death, 
some parallels can be made to their social position during life. Among the Guajiro, 
Waiwai, and Araweté children up to the age of three are seen to have fugitive and 
unstable souls which can become easily detached from the child. Often this fugitive state 
of the soul is explained by the indigenous people belonging to these communities as 
though the child still has to determine whether he or she wishes to stay in this world. 
Subsequently, this notion can explain the attitudes of the members of the society towards 
the young children very well as they believe that these children still stand outside society, 
thus have a limited social role, and have not established many social relationships. In 
other words, the personhood of these children has not yet been profoundly established. 
The descriptions from these three indigenous communities clearly explain why the deaths 
of these young children are often regarded with what would be regarded as indifference in 
Western society. As an exception to the rule, among the Guajiro, children belonging to 
this age category are occasionally interred in the communal cemetery and thus not given a 
single burial treatment which is mostly the case for these children.  
 Not only are children under the age of three differentiated from other members of 
a society in their mortuary practice. On Los Tamarindos children between the age of four 
to six and from puberty to adulthood have been buried in a specific fashion, for instance 
children with an estimated age of four to six were uncovered buried in single primary 
burials. Children that have reached puberty, with an estimated age of 15-17 years were 
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recovered from single burials, those associated with burial urns were secondary burials 
and the one without a burial urn was a primary deposit. From these patterns it 
immediately becomes clear that the division between these age categories and the rest of 
the society is not as strict as the division between the children under the age of three and 
the rest of the society as both age groups described here were uncovered from single 
burials which thus shows an overlap in practices. However, the fact that all individuals 
belonging to the same age category are buried in a similar fashion is interesting and 
deserves a further, in-depth explanation. Among the Guajiro, Waiwai, and Araweté, 
children between the ages of four to six are seen as true members of the society and are 
taught certain traits, they begin to build social relationships and actively participate in 
practices although they are not yet allowed to attend certain rituals, including mortuary 
rituals. Children, or rather adolescents to use a more Western term, between the ages of 
15 to 17 generally enter their initiation rite, which a transition-phase from child to adult 
which is of great importance to numerous societies, both in the past and present. During 
this rite of passage there is a moment when the individual enters the liminal stage. While 
being in this stage the individual is no child anymore, but is not yet an adult. The specific 
burial treatment for this age group can be traced back to this rite of passage, the initiation 
rite, as the individuals are clearly in a different life stage than the other members of the 
society. Nothing is known from the ethnographic information studied in this research 
concerning the treatment of individuals that have died during their initiation rite, but it is 
undeniable fact that a specific burial treatment was given to the individuals belonging to 
this age category.   
 Another interesting pattern which will be discussed in terms of the ethnographic 
information is the use of burial urns for secondary burial purposes. The majority of the 
urn burials recovered from the archaeological sites had been used for the secondary 
deposit of human remains. The urn burials recorded on the sites Gairaca, La Pitía, 
Bellavista, Hato-2, Lost Tamarindos, and West Trench were all secondary burials and 
contained the remains of males, females, and children. This pattern of secondary urn 
burials is spread across the entire research area (see Fig. 1) and thus clearly demonstrates 
a general notion of the use of burial urns for secondary burial treatment and might even 
indicate a general notion of how to deal with deceased persons. Furthermore, this pattern 
has also been observed among several of the ethnographic accounts; among the 
Marajoara, Maracá-society, and Guajiro the practice of secondary urn burial is an 
important, inextricable part of a mortuary ritual. Among the Guajiro this secondary burial 
treatment is not present in the mortuary ritual of young children, as has previously been 
explained. In a Waiwai society the situation is exactly the opposite, in the mortuary 
practice of young children burial urns are only used for the secondary burial treatment of 
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these children. The practice of secondary urn burials can be linked to the worldview of 
these societies, although the only record of this is present among the Guajiro it is 
plausible that this can be related to the other societies as well. The Guajiro believe that 
when a person dies, he or she is not completely gone yet. Rather, in the Guajiro belief a 
person dies twice, once in this world after which the recently deceased person goes to 
Jepira, the land of the dead, where the person continues to live for a couple of years and 
finally dies again after which this person is gone forever. This perception of death and 
afterlife can directly be related to their mortuary practices as the second burial occurs 
years later, when the soft tissues of the deceased person have completely decomposed. 
 The last pattern that will be outlined in depth is the placement of burial urns close 
to the surface. Similar to the practice of secondary urn burial, this pattern has been 
observed across the entire research area on sites such as De Savaan, Sabaneta, San Mateo, 
Gairaca, La Pitía, Bellavista, and Los Tamarindos.  The urns were uncovered at a depth 
ranging from 10 cm on Bellavista to approximately 250 cm on Los Tamarindos. Looking 
at these sites and comparing them to the previous described pattern it immediately 
becomes clear that the sites where the practice of secondary urn burial is observed are 
also the sites that had these urns buried fairly close to the surface. It must be noted that 
from the sites Hato-2 and West Trench the depth in which these burials were recovered is 
unknown. Before delving deeper into this pattern it is crucial to mention that it has to be 
taken into account that through the years as a result of taphonomical processes, the burials 
became deeper and deeper buried in the ground. Furthermore, for the majority of the 
burials there is no indication of the maximum depth from which they were recovered. 
Interestingly, on Los Tamarindos the number of urn burials declined and the number of 
direct, non-urn burials increased as excavators delved deeper into the ground. Another 
interesting observation is that the burial urns which were located closest to the surface 
were recorded on sites that are situated in close range of the Guajira peninsula, where the 
Guajiro reside. There is substantial evidence to indicate that the practice of burial urns 
located close to the surface observed on the archaeological sites can be related to the 
worldview of these societies. For instance, among the Guajiro, Marajoara, and Maracá-
people burial urns are inserted in the ground in such a way that the rim of the urn 
protrudes above ground level, or are not buried at all as is the case among the Maracá-
people. According to the Guajiro, it is crucial to have the rim of a burial urn protruding 
above ground level in order to permit the free entry and exit of spirits as well as for a 
more practical reason; so that the remains of relatives can be added to the urns from time 
to time. It is very well possible that (at least) the inhabitants of the sites located in close 
range of the Guajiro habitation area adopt a similar worldview and share the same 
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perception on life, death, and afterlife, which is supported by the archaeological evidence 
previously described. 
Several other patterns have been distinguished in the archaeological dataset, such 
as the internment of females in multiple burials. It is not possible to further examine and 
compare these patterns to the ethnographic dataset since there is no in-depth information 
available on practices that could be related to these patterns relation to biological sex, 
among several other patterns. However, these patterns will be thoroughly studied in the 
next section, in which the archaeological and ethnographic data will be outlined 
separately in light of the theoretical framework. 
 
6.3 – APPLYING THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
Mortuary practices are generally understood as social events, consisting of various 
activities performed by many different people. The theoretical framework that has been 
built up of theories from various fields in social studies will aid in understanding how 
these mortuary practices were constructed and how they fit into the cultural context of a 
society. The theoretical framework used in this study is thus focussed on the sociality of 
the communities under study as it is focussed on the way in which these people perceived 
the world, how they interacted, and what their attitudes were towards life, death and 
afterlife. 
The manner in which a society is built up can be seen as the primary component 
in determining the construction and performance of mortuary practices. As has already 
been established, worldview can basically be seen as the foundation upon which a society 
is built. However, the inter-relational activities give such a society body and play an 
important part in the level of variation in mortuary practices that often exist within a 
society. Therefore, it is crucial not only to study a society on an individual level by 
studying personhood and rites of passage, but also on a more global level by looking at 
the greater worldview a society adopts; this often goes hand-in-hand with materiality. Put 
together, these theoretical concepts aid in getting a full understanding of the sociality of 
the communities under study and therefore in the manner in which – daily life – activities 
and practices were constructed. Thus, in order to fully grasp the various social aspects of 
mortuary practices it is fundamental to take these concepts into account and place them 
together in one theoretical framework.  
In the following sections several sites will be outlined with an elaborate 
discussion on the discerned patterns viewed through the theoretical framework. 
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Additionally, an outline of practices observed from the ethnographic dataset is presented 
and discussed in light of the theoretical framework. 
6.3.1 – TANKI FLIP, ARUBA  
 
The Tanki Flip site reveals many patterns that can be related to the four concepts that are 
part of the theoretical framework; personhood, rites of passage, materiality, and 
worldview. The placement of deceased children younger than three years old under 
inverted urns for instance, is a practice that relates to the personhood of the individuals 
and the worldview of the entire society. These young children are considered to have 
fugitive, unstable souls and do not yet have an entirely stabilized personhood, because of 
this and the fact that these young children do not engage in social relations their death is 
often regarded with indifference by the rest of the society. This became very clear after 
studying the Guajiro and Waiwai societies, since among these people the mortuary 
practices for children that have died under the age of three is very different than for the 
rest of the society and involves the placement of their bodies – or bones – under inverted 
urns. Both indigenous societies believe that the souls of children of this age are fugitive 
and unstable and placing the remains of the dead children under inverted urns prevents 
their soul from leaving the child and causing harm to the young children that are still 
alive. This latter aspect can be directly related to the child burials recovered from Tanki 
Flip as all of the children under the age of three were buried under inverted urns. 
However, among the Guajiro deceased children of this age are not always placed under 
inverted urns; when parents show great affection towards the child, the body of the child 
is interred in the communal cemetery. This latter part is very interesting, because it brings 
up the discussion if personhood is a more determinate factor than worldview. Clearly, in 
this case personhood is defined by the affection the parents show towards the child 
despite its young age and the general notion that these children should be buried under 
inverted urns to prevent their souls from causing harm to the other children. However, 
these somewhat altered mortuary practices are still largely defined by the worldview that 
members of the Guajiro society adopt.  
 Another pattern that has been distinguished in the Tanki Flip burial assemblage is 
the practice of multiple urn burials in which adults were buried together with at least one 
juvenile. Noteworthy, this pattern has also been observed in the West Trench burial 
assemblage. These multiple burials, in contrast to those from West Trench, did not reveal 
an equal number of adults and juveniles, there were always more adults than juveniles 
present in the burials. Although there are no ethnographic references to this particular 
practice, the most plausible assumption that can be made is that this method of burial is 
related to the concept personhood. There is a possibility that these individuals have had 
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some sort of social relationship, either by blood or otherwise, that was of such 
significance to them and the rest of the society that they were buried together in one 
grave.  
6.3.2 – LA PITÍA, VENEZUELA 
 
Some general patterns were discerned from the burial assemblage of the La Pitía site, 
which will be discussed in light of the theoretical framework. A pattern similar to the 
Tanki Flip site has been observed from La Pitía, namely the practice of inverted urn 
burial in association with juveniles under the age of three years. In contrast to Tanki Flip 
not all children belonging to this age category were uncovered associated with a burial 
urn as some of these children were buried directly into the ground. Interestingly, both 
sites – Tanki Flip and La Pitía – are located fairly close to the Guajira peninsula, possibly 
suggesting some sort of cultural influence or continuity in this area. Even more so, La 
Pitía some of the archaeological literature indicates that this site was inhabited by Guajiro 
descendants. The pattern of inverted urn burials associated with young children has been 
elaborately discussed in the previous sections.  
 Another noteworthy pattern that has been discerned from the La Pitía burial 
assemblage is the difference in burial treatment based on biological sex. From the La Pitía 
burial assemblage it became clear that all male individuals had been given a secondary 
burial treatment and all female individuals were buried in multiple graves, four of which 
have been recovered from one urn burial. The burials containing the human remains of 
females were found associated with polishing pebbles as grave goods, the number of 
which correlates to the number of females present in these burials. These polishing 
pebbles have been found specifically in association with female human remains as they 
were always found inserted in a grave that contained the remains of a female individual. 
The occurrence of these grave goods in strict association with females strongly indicates 
some sort of diversity based on personhood and/or materiality, at least after death. Similar 
to these results, in the mortuary ritual of Guajiro women specific grave goods are 
associated with them, and furthermore, deceased males also have specific grave goods 
interred with their bodies. This distinction can be traced back to the personhood of the 
individuals, as biological sex is inextricably part of someone’s personhood, but could also 
be related to daily life occupation and thus to materiality. The objects used daily, often 
become part of a person and thus part of his or her identity as this person becomes 
inseparable from these objects, which eventually links back to personhood. There are no 
descriptions present in the ethnographic dataset that could provide insight in this pattern, 
however, it is clear that these objects were of significance either to the deceased person, 
the society, or both.  
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Another pattern observed on La Pitía is the burial treatment of individuals with an 
estimated age of 15-17 years. Two individuals belonging to this age category have been 
recorded from this site and both were buried in the same urn along with the remains of an 
adult female with an estimated age of 45+. The heads of these two individuals were 
oriented in an Eastern direction, which has only been observed for these persons. It must 
be noted that from the 21 individuals studied from this site the head orientation of only 
one other individual was known. The indication of this different practice can be related to 
the life phases these individuals were in. This, what seems to be a particular practice can 
be related to the life phases these individuals were in. As has been elaborately discussed 
in the theoretical chapter of this thesis the transition from child to adult is one of the main 
rites of passage in the life of a person. The initiation rite, as this rite of passage is 
generally called, often starts around puberty and is completed at the age of approximately 
17 years. From the ethnographic sources it has become clear that different life stages can 
determine how a person is handled and “disposed of” after death, it can be argued that 
this also applies to the burial of these individuals. Interestingly, individuals that are in the 
liminal stage (the transition phase) of their rite of passage are often regarded as being 
outside of the society as this person does not belong to his former social role anymore, 
but has not yet entered the new life stage. It remains unclear whether or not the above 
described individuals died during their initiation rite or were already regarded as adults, 
but it is evident that the mortuary treatment of these two individuals differs from the other 
members of this society.  
 
6.3.3 – LOS TAMARINDOS, VENEZUELA  
 
The last archaeological Ceramic Age site that will be outlined here is the Los Tamarindos 
site. There have been several patterns distinguished in the burial assemblage from this 
site, based on variables such as biological sex and age. The patterns that have been 
distinguished on the variable focussing on biological sex include the burial of female 
individuals in single burials associated with shells as grave goods. The male individuals 
that have been uncovered from this site were found associated with various kinds of 
animal bones, comprising of antlers and various fish bones. This distinction in grave 
goods can be linked to the personhood of the individuals in question, but also to 
materiality as it can relate to quotidian activities. In general, however, there is no clear 
black and white distinction between males and females in daily life activities among these 
societies, rather there is a large grey area. It is unfortunate that there is no information 
present in the ethnographic dataset that can shed light on this pattern, but even so, this 
pattern clearly shows a distinction between males and females. 
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The pattern that could be distinguished on the variable age is related to the burial 
treatment of children between the ages of 0-3 years. These children were buried in urns 
which all were secondary deposits. It is important to note that although all of the inverted 
urn burials are found containing the remains of children belonging to this age category, 
not all of the children under the age of three were buried in this way, since not all child 
urn burials were associated with an inverted urn. Similar to the previous archaeological 
sites, this particular practice relates to the worldview of the society and the personhood of 
these children, or rather lack thereof. However, in contrast to the other two sites, Los 
Tamarindos is not situated in close range of the Guajira peninsula. This is very 
interesting, especially considering the fact that all urn burials from this site were 
secondary deposits, a practice which can be related to the Guajiro. No conclusive 
explanation can be given to this pattern at the moment except that the practice could have 
spread across the research area as did the practice of burying the burial urns close to the 
surface. 
 
 
6.3.4 – GENERAL OBSERVED PATTERNS IN THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL DATASET 
 
Despite the highly fragmentary state of the archaeological dataset many patterns could be 
distinguished between the Ceramic Age sites from the mainland of Colombia, Venezuela 
and the off-shore islands of Aruba, Curaçao, and Bonaire. The patterns that will be 
elaborately discussed in this paragraph are those that have been observed throughout the 
entire archaeological dataset.  
 The majority of the burials recorded from the sites inserted into this research’s 
database were single burials, and moreover, the majority of the grave goods have been 
recovered from these burials. Looking at the frequency of grave goods found in single 
burials it immediately becomes clear that there is a relation between the type of burial and 
the presence or absence of grave goods. The frequent presence of grave goods in single 
burials can be explained as a representation of the belief in some sort of afterlife in which 
the grave goods serve as items that are considered needed in the afterlife or during the 
journey to the place of the dead, which is a journey every deceased person has to make on 
his or her own. Another plausible explanation, as there in general seems to be an 
animistic type of worldview among these societies, is that these objects represent 
personal belongings or rather, these objects were part of the deceased person’s 
personhood. Among several of the indigenous communities, objects that were part of the 
daily life activities of a person are seen as part of this person, such objects have agency as 
they represent (part of) the identity of the individual that uses these objects and perhaps 
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even made them. When this person dies it is crucial that these objects join this person 
during his or her mortuary ritual, otherwise this person will not be completely buried and 
is unable to reach the land of the dead and/or still wanders around the land of the living.  
 Another pattern that has been observed throughout the sites within the research 
area is the practice of secondary urn burial. The presence of this practice is spread across 
the entire research area which is very interesting, especially considering the fact that the 
majority of secondary burials were urn burials and vice versa. Taking the ethnographic 
information into account an indication is given that this practice is related to the 
worldview of these societies as, for instance, the Guajiro believe that a person dies twice, 
once in this world and once in the land of the dead, but also among the Marajoara and 
Maracá-society are all urn burials secondary burials.  
 No clear pattern could be distinguished on the depth of urn burials and direct 
burials; both were recovered relatively close to the surface. However it is important to 
note that on a site either urn burials were located close to the surface or direct burials, 
there is no record from any of the sites that both burial types were recovered close to the 
surface. The placement of urn burials close to the surface has already been discussed in 
depth and will not be further outlined here. The placement of direct burials close to 
surface is an interesting observation that needs to be further explained. The presence of 
direct burial on sites where also secondary burials have been noted provides insight in the 
worldview adopted by the societies that inhabited these sites, especially when this 
worldview is similar to that of the Guajiro society. The location of direct burials close to 
the surface can in this light be explained as a result of temporary burial, when a second 
burial will occur some years later, for which the bones need to exhumed, it is a lot less 
effort and perhaps unnecessary to have your deceased interred in a deep grave. However, 
something less practical can also relate to the placement of urn burials close to surface; in 
order to permit the free exit of the spirit of the deceased so that he or she can travel to the 
land of the dead. Among the Marajoara and Maracá people urns are also placed close to 
the surface or not buried at all, perhaps for the same reason as among the Guajiro, but 
there is no record of this.  
 
6.3.5 – GENERAL OBSERVATIONS IN THE ETHNOGRAPHIC DATASET 
 
Through the descriptions of the ethnographic accounts it has become clear that the 
worldview of these societies determines the manner in which mortuary practices are 
constructed, however, it is important to also highlight the other aspects that are a 
determinant factor for the construction and performance of these practices. The Guajiro, 
for instance, believe that when a person dies he or she continues to life the exact same life 
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on Jepira where the person will die again after a couple of years. This perception is part 
of the Guajiro worldview and is directly represented by their elaborate mortuary practices 
as a deceased person is buried and after a couple of years exhumed and given a second 
burial. The various social aspects of the Guajiro mortuary practices, however, are more 
complex and cannot be explained by their worldview alone. A mortuary ritual among the 
Guajiro is highly related to the personhood of the deceased as the status of the deceased 
determines the length of time between the actual death of the person and its first burial. 
Furthermore, the mortuary practices of shamans, children and murder victims are 
different from the mortuary treatment that is given to the other members of the society 
and often involves only a primary burial. The Guajiro mortuary practices can be divided 
into different stages of the final rite of passage the deceased person will go through. The 
first stage consists of all the activities leading up to – and ending with – the first burial of 
the deceased as being part of the pre-liminal stage. The years between this burial and the 
second burial can be understood as the liminal stage, and the second burial as the post-
liminal stage. It is important to be aware that the activities leading up to the first burial 
can also be further sub-divided into pre-liminal, liminal and post-liminal stages, which is 
the same for the other two stages, the liminal and post-liminal. The last concept that can 
be seen as a determinate factor in the mortuary practices of the Guajiro is their perception 
on the materiality of things; after the second burial, the women who have cleaned the 
bones of the deceased and placed them inside a terracotta urn have to wash their hands 
and are not allowed to use them for a couple of days because, according to the Guajiro, 
diseases are transmitted through these bones.  
The mortuary practices of the Waiwai are less complex since they generally do 
not practice secondary burial. The mortuary practices of the Waiwai are also determined 
by factors such as worldview, rites of passage and materiality. The personhood of the 
deceased is only important in order to explain the cause of death, but seems to have no 
further influence on the general treatment of deceased individuals. The pre-liminal stage 
of a Waiwai mortuary treatment involves the cutting of the hair of relatives because the 
deceased person had caressed it, the placement of the deceased in a hammock, and 
carrying him or her to the funeral pyre. The liminal phase involves the cremation of the 
deceased and the destruction of his or her personal belongings. The final stage, the post-
liminal stage, involves the placement of the burned bones under leaves of the pimple pal 
and several sticks. There is substantial evidence to suggest that the Waiwai give agency 
to the hair of the relatives of the deceased and his or her personal belongings. Although it 
is not mentioned in the description of Waiwai mortuary practices the destruction of 
personal belongings and the cutting of the hair of relatives can be understood as necessary 
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in order to complete the removal of the deceased from society as otherwise this person 
still wanders around and/or is not able to travel to the land of the dead.  
Among the Araweté, rites of passage are of great importance as every small 
change in someone’s life is celebrated by a ritual or by minor obligations. Furthermore, 
worldview, personhood, and materiality are factors that strongly influence the outcome of 
a mortuary ritual among the Araweté. The preliminary stage of the mortuary treatment of 
an Araweté individual, in its most general form, involves the cutting of the hair of the 
deceased, putting earrings on, and wrapping the body up in an old hammock before the 
deceased person is carried to the burial site. The liminal phase involves the burial of the 
deceased and maintaining a fire near the grave to keep away the animals and to light the 
dark path to the sky. The post-liminal stage involves the re-opening of the grave to make 
sure all the soft tissue has disappeared as, according to the Araweté, only flesh has 
memory and with the disintegration of the soft tissue the memory of the deceased fades 
away. Similar to the Waiwai, the cutting of the hair can be understood as removing parts 
of the deceased that keeps him or her linked to the world of the living. Furthermore, the 
Araweté believe in the materiality of the body as the body clearly possesses memory, the 
bones however do not. Additionally, the burial of children and mothers differs from a 
“regular” burial treatment, which can be linked to personhood as these individuals are in a 
separate life stage compared to the rest of the society.  
The ethnographic accounts of the remaining four indigenous societies do not 
reveal much information on the various social aspects of their mortuary practices, 
although some general observations can be made. Among the Marajoara for instance, the 
urns are buried close to the surface which can be explained in a similar way as among the 
Guajiro. The Maracá people, on the other hand, do not bury their dead but place them in 
sealed off human-like urns which are different for male and female individuals, which 
indicates differences in the personhood of the deceased person. Interestingly, among the 
Tamalameque and the Maracá-society both of the anthropomorphic figurines depicted on 
the burial urns represent human figures sitting on a bench. However, apart from this basic 
information on the social aspects of their practices nothing more could be derived from 
these ethnographic accounts. 
 
6.4 – ANSWERING THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 
The main aim of this research project was to study how the various social aspects of 
mortuary practices from Ceramic Age sites on the mainland of Colombia, Western-
Venezuela and the off-shore islands Aruba, Curaçao, and Bonaire can be discerned using 
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archaeological evidence and ethnographic data. In addition to the archaeological and 
ethnographic datasets an elaborate theoretical framework was used in this study, in order 
to perform an in-depth study on the social aspects of these practices. Through the use of 
this theoretical framework information was revealed on how members of these 
communities interacted with each other, how they acted upon the death of a person, and 
how they perceived the concepts of life, death, and afterlife. This theoretical framework, 
which has been primarily focussed on the concepts of ritual, rites of passage, personhood, 
worldview, and materiality, furthermore shed light on the individual person and on the 
social interactions between people within a society. Taking these aims and objectives into 
account the following research question was posed: “How can the various social aspects 
of mortuary practices be distinguished using archaeological evidence of Ceramic Age 
sites in Colombia, Western-Venezuela and the off-shore islands complemented by 
ethnographic data from the same region?” In order answer this question it was necessary 
to study the archaeological and ethnographic datasets separately before bringing them 
together, which led to posing several sub-questions. The first sub-questions concerned the 
archaeological dataset as they were focussed on the burials and sites themselves. By 
inserting the archaeological data into a database, which was made for this particular 
study, a synthesis of the archaeological data was made, through which it was possible to 
discern patterns between these burials on an inter- and intra-site level.  
In general, there was a clear preference for single burials as this type of burial 
was the most frequently practiced among the Ceramic Age groups situated within the 
research area. Additionally, the majority of the burials recovered from these sites 
consisted of urn burials, the most of which were secondary burials containing one or 
more individuals. On certain sites a slight distinction could be made of the basis of 
physical anthropological characteristics of the deceased which was usually defined by the 
presence or absence of (certain) grave goods. Another research question focussed on the 
presence of a specific burial treatment for a certain group of burials, such as individuals 
belonging to the same age category. From the archaeological evidence it became clear 
that in some cases there are indeed specific burial treatments for certain age categories 
which, as described earlier in this chapter, have been recorded among the burial 
assemblages of the Tanki Flip-site, La Pitía, and Los Tamarindos. 
With all the different patterns outlined it was necessary to delve deeper into these 
patterns, which was achieved through the ethnographic dataset and the theoretical 
framework. Through this juxtaposition and comparison there is substantial evidence to 
suggest that the specific treatment for individuals belonging to the same age category is 
related to different life phases, determined by personhood and rites of passage. Various 
other patterns strongly suggest to have been determined by the worldview of the societies 
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under study. The in-depth study of these results, focussing on the manner in which the 
sociality of a society and relationships among its members are determinant factors in the 
construction and performance of mortuary practices will be further discussed in the next 
chapter.  
 
6.5 – SUMMARY 
 
One of the main research aims in this study was to create a database through which it was 
possible to make a synthesis of the available data on mortuary practices of the Ceramic 
Age groups in the research area. Through this synthesis it was possible to discern patterns 
in this research’s archaeological dataset. It is important to note that the database was 
created in such a way that it can easily be altered and used in similar studies on mortuary 
practices in other parts of the Caribbean, or in other places in the world. Throughout this 
study, it has become clear that the way in which the database was constructed can be 
considered satisfactory for this purpose.  
However, the aim of this research was to determine how the various social 
aspects of mortuary practices from within the research area could be distinguished based 
on archaeological and ethnographic data. The results of this study have been elaborately 
discussed in this chapter and the presence and performance of certain practices was 
explained in depth, based on compelling evidence derived from the archaeological and 
ethnographic literature. The final conclusions of this study as well as suggestions for 
further research will be outlined in the next chapter.  
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VII  CONCLUSIONS
 
 
7.1 – INTRODUCTION: REFLECTING ON “BURYING BELIEFS” 
 
The research presented in this thesis was focussed on the study of mortuary practices of 
Ceramic Age groups in Colombia, Western-Venezuela, and the off-shore islands. The 
title of this study “Burying Beliefs” has been chosen not only to reflect the beliefs 
concerning the way in which deceased people are supposed to be buried, but also the 
actual burying of beliefs as the practices of the societies under study, in time, became part 
of the archaeological record. The main aim of this research was to study how the various 
social aspects of mortuary practices within the research area can be elucidated using 
archaeological evidence and ethnographic data. As has been established throughout this 
thesis, mortuary practices can be defined as all the activities relating to the treatment of a 
person after death. In other words, mortuary practices can be seen as a social event that 
needs to be studied in the cultural context of a society in order to identify the social 
factors that determine the construction of such a practice. It is important in the 
archaeological study of mortuary practices to be aware of the fact that mortuary practices 
cannot be fully studied by looking at the burial assemblage alone, rather this is part of the 
whole set of practices involved in the burial treatment of a deceased person or persons. 
Therefore, it is crucial to apply ethnographic and ethnohistoric sources – when available – 
in order to fill in the gaps of the archaeological dataset.  
The study presented in this thesis is a literature-based research in which both the 
archaeological data and ethnographic data are gathered from various written sources. The 
main issue when pursuing a literature-based study is the range in the nature of 
information from different publications, which has become clearly evident throughout 
this study. The quality of the archaeological data presented in the written sources used in 
this research was highly varied. Occasionally the quality was so poor that it was difficult 
to gather sufficient information from the literature on several burials. However, I 
managed to retrieve as much information as possible from this literature although it 
sometimes seemed impossible to do so. It is important to note that care was taken when 
studying this data, for instance several of the variables that were set in the database have 
not been further analysed due to lack of detailed information on that topic. Despite the 
fact that in some cases only 10% of the burial descriptions provided information on a 
certain variable, the information has nevertheless been inserted into the database in order 
to have all the available information on a site or burial together in one file. The database 
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that has been made specifically for this study was made in such a way that the chance of 
errors is minimized to a great extent through the use of codes and drop-down menus. 
Additionally, the database has been made in such a way that variables can easily be 
altered or added and thus can be applied in similar studies in other areas. Through the use 
of this database it was possible to make a synthesis of the available archaeological data 
through which it was possible to discern different patterns in this data.  
 In order to fully understand the various social aspects of mortuary practices and 
thus the attitudes of the societies towards life, death, and afterlife, it was crucial to apply 
several theories taken from different fields in social studies to the results of the analysis. 
The theoretical concepts focussing on ritual, rites of passage, personhood, worldview and 
materiality build up the theoretical framework that is applied in this study. Each concept 
dealt with a specific aspect which can be seen as determinant for the construction and 
performance of a mortuary practice. The theoretical concepts personhood and rites of 
passage aid in understanding the sociality of a society on a more or less individual level 
as these concepts provide insight in socialized activities and how persons interacted with 
each other by focussing on the relationships between members of a society. The other 
concepts that are focussing on worldview and materiality are concepts which provide 
information on the interaction between humans and non-humans as well as on how the 
world is perceived by members of a society, which is crucial to understand when 
pursuing this study. Although worldview might function as the foundation of a society, 
the inter-relational activities are the factors that give such a society body, and both in 
their own way influence the manner in which mortuary rituals are constructed and 
performed. Thus, in order to fully grasp the various social aspects of mortuary practices it 
is necessary to research a society both on an individual level, by studying personhood and 
rites of passage, as well as on a more global level by looking at the greater worldview a 
society adopts.  
 Through the application of these various tools within this research it was possible 
to discern patterns in the mortuary practices of the Ceramic Age groups situated in the 
research area, and furthermore, it was possible to identify the various social aspects that 
play a determinant role in the construction and performance of these practices. These 
conclusions will be further discussed in the following paragraph.  
 
7.2 – CONCLUSIONS 
 
The main research question posed in this research was: “How can the various social 
aspects of mortuary practices be distinguished using archaeological evidence of Ceramic 
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Age sites in Colombia, Western-Venezuela and the off-shore islands complemented by 
ethnographic data from the same region?” It is important to give a brief synopsis of the 
results of the research before the conclusions of this research are presented.  
 The analysing process that took place on the archaeological dataset revealed very 
interesting patterns in the burial practices from the sites as, for instance, there is profound 
archaeological evidence to state that there has been a general preference for singe burials, 
which was the most frequent type of burial used on the sites under study, and moreover, 
the majority of the grave goods have been recovered from these single burials. 
Furthermore, the majority of urn burials that have been recorded on these sites were used 
for the secondary deposit of one or more individuals. Besides these general observations, 
derived from sites spread across the entire research area, more specific patterns were 
distinguished. On several of the sites a specific burial treatment was given for individuals 
belonging to a certain age category, a fascinating observation which has already been 
elaborately discussed in light of the ethnographic dataset and the theoretical framework.  
 On the sites Tanki Flip, La Pitía, and Los Tamarindos for instance, children under 
the age of three were found buried in urns, both in a primary and secondary manner. On 
Tanki Flip and La Pitía, these children had been buried under inverted urns and on Los 
Tamarindos all burials of children belonging to this age category were secondary 
deposits. Another clear pattern that could be discerned from the variable based on age has 
been identified in the burial assemblage of La Pitía and Los Tamarindos, where juveniles 
with an estimated age of 15-17 years were found buried in a particular fashion. The two 
individuals from La Pitía that belong to this age category were found buried together, 
facing east, in an urn along with an adult female of 45+. Taking the ethnographic 
information and theoretical framework into account in addition to the archaeological 
evidence, there is compelling evidence that these practices are related to the life stages of 
the individuals which are determined by personhood and rites of passage. Among the 
Waiwai, Araweté, and Guajiro, children under the age of three are not considered as full 
persons as they have not yet established a profound personhood, because their souls are 
not attached to their bodies yet as if they are still undecided whether or not they wish to 
stay in this world. The archaeological evidence is compelling and shows that the young 
children on Tanki Flip, La Pitía, and Los Tamarindos were looked upon differently 
compared to the rest of the society, at least after death. It is very plausible that during life 
these children were regarded as standing outside as they did not engage in social relations 
or were actively part of activities. This is even more supported by the fact that the deaths 
of these children are often regarded with what would be regarded as indifference in 
Western society. However, the treatment of burying them under inverted urns is to 
prevent their souls from leaving and causing harm to the still living children. Another 
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important aspect of the social life of the indigenous communities that were studied is the 
transition from child to adulthood. In general, children reach puberty at approximately the 
age of 15-17 years, a period in life during which individuals undergo the initiation rite, 
the rite of passage from child to adult. The patterns that have been discerned on La Pitía 
and Los Tamarindos show that a specific burial treatment was used for individuals 
belonging to this age category. The ethnographic information clearly demonstrates that 
the life stage of a person determines to some extent the manner in which a person is 
handled and “disposed of” after death. In light of the ethnographic dataset and theoretical 
framework it becomes clear that the patterns distinguished in the archaeological dataset 
can be related to the different life stages of a person, which is determined by personhood 
and rites of passage.   
 Another intriguing pattern discerned from the archaeological evidence is the use 
of burial urns for secondary burial treatments and their placement close to the surface. 
This pattern has been identified on sites that were situated across the entire research area 
as it has been identified in the burial assemblage of De Savaan, Sabaneta, San Mateo, 
Gairaca, La Pitía, Bellavista, and Los Tamarindos. The ethnographic dataset reveals in-
depth information on this particular practice among the Guajiro, Marajoara, and Maracá 
people. Among these indigenous societies, burial urns are inserted in the ground in such a 
way that the rim of the urn protrudes above ground level which is done to allow the free 
entry and exit of spirits. This particular practice is related to the worldview of these 
societies as they believe in a beyond-world where spirits reside, but are still able to travel 
back to the world of the living on occasion. The use of burial urns for the secondary 
deposit of human remains is also related to worldview as, according to the beliefs of the 
Guajiro, a person dies twice; once in the world of the living and once in Jepira, the land 
of the dead, after which the deceased person is gone forever. This particular view on life, 
death, and afterlife can directly be traced back to the mortuary practices of the Guajiro as 
the period of time between the first and second burial corresponds to the few years a 
deceased person continues to live on Jepira. Since the urn burials on sites in close range 
of the Guajiro habitation area were located closest to the surface compared to the rest of 
the sites, it is very plausible that there are parallels between worldview and mortuary 
practices.  
 Throughout the in-depth study of the results of the analysis process it became 
clear that there are certain social factors involved in the construction and performance of 
mortuary practices of the Ceramic Age groups under study. The main factors that can be 
seen as determinant to these practices are based on social relationships, the social position 
of a person based on life phases, and the worldview a society adopts. Although in many 
cases one or two of these factors weigh more in determining the outcome of mortuary 
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practices, all are involved in the construction and performance of these practices. In 
general, the worldview of a society lays the foundation upon which the society is built, 
however, factors such as the sociality of this society and the social relationships between 
its members are just as important and determined for the outcome of mortuary practices. 
Besides getting in-depth insight in the various social aspects of mortuary practices of sites 
within the research area, this study proved that the use of ethnographic data in addition to 
the archaeological evidence is very useful and similarly, aids in distinguishing the various 
social aspects of mortuary practices. However, it is important to note that care must be 
taken when using ethnographic data in addition to the archaeological evidence, especially 
in this case where rituals since the arrival of Europeans have been greatly influenced. The 
use of ethnographic data is a valid tool in the study of mortuary practices, however, it 
should be used as a means to widen the horizons of the interpreter and not be considered 
as having a one-to-one relation to the archaeological evidence.  
 The research presented in this thesis has been of great importance to the study of 
mortuary practices within the research area and its vicinity. However, it is not just the 
scientific or archaeological value of this study that is important, the results of this study 
also adds to the understanding of present-day practices or rituals concerning death and 
burial. A mortuary practice is often executed simultaneously by many people, although 
each person might have his or her own idea or meaning behind the way in which someone 
is buried or supposed to be buried. The way in which people are buried is subjected to 
rules, those determined by law, religion or tradition. The aim of this research has been to 
demonstrate the importance of the study of mortuary practices in the Caribbean region, 
and furthermore, to demonstrate that there are different social factors that play a 
determinant role in the construction, performance, and finally outcome of these practices. 
Gaining more knowledge on past societies and the way in which their culture and 
practices were constructed, together with all the various social aspects and beliefs 
concerning them, contributes to our understanding of practices among similar societies in 
past and present-day communities.  
 
 
7.3 – SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH  
 
The study of burial, death, and deceased persons are of great interest to different fields of 
social studies. Through archaeology it is possible to study the mortuary practices of past 
societies and use them to further understand present-day practices. However, in the 
archaeological study of mortuary practices only the last phase of such a practice is 
presented to the excavators, not the entire process starting with the death of the person 
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that is buried. The study of mortuary practices, therefore, should not be based solely on 
the study of human remains recovered from burial contexts, but also on the burial itself, 
and the taphonomical processes that influence the way in which human remains are 
presented when they are being excavated. It is important to understand that the way in 
which human remains are presented when a burial is excavated is not necessarily a 
straightforward reflection of the actions of living people in the past. In other words, 
through taphonomical processes the body of the buried person might be presented 
differently from the manner in which he or she has been buried. It is therefore crucial that 
archaeologists working with human remains know and understand the various stages of 
decomposition, so that they are able to reconstruct these processes and get a correct 
understanding of the burial assemblage. However, as has become evident in this research, 
a taphonomical study of the burial assemblage is not always possible or carried out, 
especially because the approach is rather new in the field of archaeology.  
 In order to get an in-depth understanding of the mortuary practices of past 
societies and their various aspects, it is important to look beyond the scope of 
archaeological methods. By complementing the archaeological dataset with ethnographic 
data, when available, it is possible to place the archaeological evidence into a greater 
context and fill in the gaps that exist within this evidence. Similarly, a solid theoretical 
framework based on different theories from various fields in social studies provides an in-
depth comprehension of these various aspects in terms of how they can be related back to 
a society and how such a society can influence the construction and performance of these 
practices.  
 As a suggestion for future research in pursuing a study of mortuary practices in a 
similar fashion as the one presented in this thesis, it is crucial to be aware of the pitfalls 
that come with such a study, especially when completely relying on literature and 
applying ethnographic data to support the archaeological evidence. Furthermore, it is of 
great importance to record as much information as possible from an archaeological 
excavation especially when working with human remains, this means more than writing 
down what can be observed from the burial but also perform an in-depth analysis of the 
materials found in such a grave. Such analyses include the study of dentition which can 
reveal information on nutrition and health, stable isotope analysis to determine the 
provenance and diet of the buried individual, and various other methods of analysis. 
Archaeological evidence can only be gathered once from its original context and it is thus 
important to gather as much information as possible in the field while being aware of the 
processes that influence the manner in which archaeological material is presented.   
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ABSTRACTS
 
 
SUMMARY  
 
In this thesis titled Burying Beliefs the mortuary practices of Ceramic Age groups from 
Colombia, Western-Venezuela, and the off-shore islands are studied in order to identify 
the various social aspects of these practices. This research is primarily based on a 
literature study including both archaeological- and ethnographic literature, combined with 
an in-depth analysis of the data gathered from this literature. It was important to be 
cautious in this research as in a literature study a research bias in inevitable. The main 
objective of this research was to determine to what extend ethnographic data can be used 
to complement the archaeological evidence in order to identify the various social aspects 
of mortuary practices. The ethnographic dataset consists of accounts of various 
indigenous communities inhabiting the South American mainland, each adopting their 
own sets of beliefs and practices. Additionally, in order to study the social aspects of 
mortuary practices in depth a solid theoretical framework was necessary. The theoretical 
framework applied in this study consisted of various theories on the sociality of a society 
such as, ritual, rites of passage, personhood, worldview, and materiality. Through the 
combination of these concepts it was possible to execute a solid in-depth analysis of the 
various social aspects of a mortuary practice as nearly every aspect of a society could be 
highlighted and studied through this theoretical framework. It became clear throughout 
this research that ethnographic data can be very valuable as a means of complementing 
the archaeological evidence if care is taken in doing so. Furthermore, this study shows 
that the study of mortuary practices goes beyond the study of the human remains and the 
burial assemblage as there are many factors involved that are determinant for the 
construction and performance of these practices, which are not necessarily retrievable 
archaeologically.  
 
 
SAMENVATTING  
 
In het onderzoek Burying Beliefs zijn de begravingsrituelen van “Ceramic Age” groepen 
in Colombia, West-Venezuela, en de eilanden aan de kust bestudeerd met het doel het 
identificeren van de verschillende sociale aspecten van deze rituelen. Dit onderzoek is 
met name gebaseerd op een literatuur-onderzoek waarin zowel archeologische 
als etnografische documenten zijn bestudeerd, in combinatie met een diepte-analyse van 
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de data verzameld uit deze documenten. Het was van groot belang om behoedzaam zijn in 
deze studie omdat een onderzoeks-bias onvermijdelijk is in een literatuur-studie. Het 
voornaamste doel van deze studie was het bepalen van in hoeverre etnografische data 
gebruikt kan worden om archeologische bewijzen aan te vullen om de verschillende 
sociale aspecten van begravingsrituelen te identificeren. De etnografische dataset bestaat 
uit documentaties van verschillende inheemse samenlevingen die het vaste land van Zuid-
Amerika bewonen, ieder met zijn eigen reeks aan overtuigingen en gebruiken. Bovendien 
was het noodzakelijk om een goed theoretisch kader te hebben dat een diepte-onderzoek 
van de sociale aspecten mogelijk maakte. Het theoretisch kader dat is gebruikt in deze 
studie bestond uit verschillende theorieën die gericht waren op de socialiteit van een 
samenleving, zoals theorieën over rituelen, rites of passage, "personhood", 
levensbeschouwing en materialiteit. Door de combinatie van deze concepten was het 
mogelijk om een solide diepte-analyse uit te voeren op de verschillende sociale aspecten 
van een begravingsritueel, omdat bijna elk aspect belicht en bestudeerd kon worden door 
dit theoretisch kader. Door deze studie werd het duidelijk dat het gebruik van 
etnografische data van groot belang kan zijn in het aanvullen van archeologisch bewijs 
mits dit met behoedzaamheid wordt gedaan. Verder laat deze studie zien dat het 
bestuderen van begravingsrituelen meer is dan alleen de studie van de menselijke resten 
en het graf, want er zijn vele factoren die bepalend zijn voor de constructie en uitvoering 
van deze rituelen en ze zijn niet altijd archeologisch traceerbaar.  
 
 
RESUMEN  
 
En esta tesis titulada Burying Beliefs se han estudiado los rituales de entierro durante la 
Era de la Cerámica (English: Ceramic Age) de los grupos provenientes de Colombia, 
Venezuela occidental y de las islas cercanas a la costa, con el objetivo de identificar los 
diferentes aspectos sociales que encierran estas prácticas rituales.  Esta investigación se 
basa principalmente en un estudio literario, donde se han estudiado documentos 
arqueológicos y etnográficos en combinación con un análisis profundo sobre la 
información que se ha recolectado de dichos documentos.  Durante la investigación fue 
de suma importancia ser cauteloso, ya que en un estudio literario un sesgo en la 
investigación es inevitable. El objetivo principal de esta tesis fue determinar la medida en 
cuánto la información etnográfica complementa la evidencia arqueológica, con el fin de 
identificar los diferentes aspectos sociales de las prácticas mortuorias. El conjunto de 
datos etnográficos consiste de documentales sobre varias comunidades indígenas que 
habitan América del Sur, donde cada una de ellas adopta sus propias creencias y rituales. 
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A su vez, fue necesario un marco teórico sólido con el objetivo de estudiar 
profundamente los aspectos sociales de las prácticas mortuorias, el cual consistió de 
varias teorías sobre la sociabilidad de una sociedad, como los rituales, ritos de pasajes, 
“personhood”, cosmovisión y materialidad. A través de la combinación de dichos 
conceptos fue posible ejecutar un análisis detalladamente profundo sobre los diferentes 
aspectos sociales de las prácticas mortuorias. A su vez cada aspecto de la sociedad podría 
ser destacado y estudiado a través de este marco teórico. Durante la investigación se hizo 
claro que la información etnográfica puede ser un medio muy valioso en lo que respecta a 
complementar la evidencia arqueológica,  con la condición que se haya realizado con 
cautela. Además, este estudio demuestra que la investigación de las prácticas mortuorias 
es más que un estudio sobre los restos humanos en una tumba, ya que existen varios 
factores que son determinantes para la construcción y ejecución de estos rituales, los 
cuales no son siempre arqueológicamente localizados. 
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APPENDIX A – THE DATABASE (WITH AND WITHOUT IMAGES) 
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APPENDIX B – THE LIST OF CODES USED IN THE DATABASE 
 
 
  CODES GENERAL DATABASE THESIS: BURYING BELIEFS 
Field Code Description 
Country A Aruba 
 
B Bonaire 
 
Co Colombia 
 
Cu Curaçao 
 
V Venezuela 
Period C Ceramic 
 
EC Early Ceramic 
 
LC Late Ceramic 
 
O Other 
SD BB Border site near other Burial 
(=Spatial BH Border site near/in Hearth 
distribution) BHO Border site near House plan 
 
BM Border site near/in Midden 
 
BN Border site None 
 
BP Border site near/in posthole 
 
BS Border site Several (more factors) 
 
BU Border site Unknown 
 
CB Centre site near other Burial 
 
CH Centre site near/in Hearth 
 
CHO Centre site near House plan 
 
CM Centre site near/in Midden 
 
CN Centre site None 
 
CP Centre site near/in Posthole 
 
CS Centre site Several (more factors) 
 
CU Centre site Unknown 
 
UB Unknown location near other Burial 
 
UH Unknown location near/in Hearth 
 
UHO Unknown location near House plan 
 
UM Unknown location near/in Midden 
 
UN Unknown location None 
 
UP Unknown location near/in Posthole 
 
US Unknown location Several (more factors) 
 
UU Unknown location Unknown 
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Field Code Description 
BA BoG Body on Griddle 
(=Burial BuG Body under Griddle 
architecture) CC Complete skeleton covered by vessel 
 
CF Face covered by vessel 
 
CO Other parts of skeleton covered 
 
D Body on Dishes 
 
HoS Head on Stone 
 
M Multiple (more than 1 arch. type) 
 
None No Architecture 
 
O Other 
 
UR Urn-Related 
Completeness <25% Skeleton below 25% 
Skeleton 25% Skeleton 25% 
 
50% Skeleton 50% 
 
75% Skeleton 75% 
 
Complete Skeleton complete 
 
U Unknown 
B-Type MP Multiple, Primary 
(=Burial type) MS Multiple, Secondary 
 
MU Multiple, Unknown 
 
SP Single, Primary 
 
SS Single, Secondary 
 
SU Single, Unknown 
 
UP Unknown, Primary 
 
US Unknown, Secondary 
 
UU Unknown, Unknown 
Position E Extended 
Deceased Eb Extended on back 
 
El Extended on left 
 
Er Extended on right 
 
F Flexed 
 
Fb Flexed on back 
 
Fl Flexed on left 
 
Fr Flexed on right 
 
SF Semi-Flexed 
 
SFb Semi-Flexed on back 
 
SFl Semi-Flexed on left 
 
SFr Semi-Flexed on right 
 
U Unknown 
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Field Code Description 
Orientation E-W East-West 
Deceased NE-SW NorthEast-SouthWest 
 
N-S North-South 
 
NW-SE NorthWest-SouthEast 
 
SE-NW SouthEast-NorthWest 
 
S-N South-North 
 
SW-NE SouthWest-NorthEast 
 
U Unknown 
 
W-E West-East 
Orientation E East 
Face N North 
 
N-E North-East 
 
N-W North-West 
 
S South 
 
S-E South-East 
 
S-W South-West 
 
U Unknown 
 
W West 
Sex F Female 
 
F? Possible Female 
 
I Indetermined 
 
M Male 
 
M? Possible Male 
Age A Adult 18+ 
 
A 18-25 Adult age 18-25 
 
A 26-35 Adult age 26-35 
 
A 36-45 Adult age 36-45 
 
A 45+ Adult age 45+ 
 
F Foetus 
 
J Juvenile (no further age) 
 
J 1-3 Juvenile age 1-3 
 
J 4-6 Juvenile age 4-6 
 
J 7-10 Juvenile age 7-10 
 
J 11-14 Juvenile age 11-14 
 
J 15-17 Juvenile age 15-17 
 
NB New Born 
 
U Unknown 
Cranial N No 
Modification U Unknown 
 
Y Yes 
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CODES Urn+GG DATABASE THESIS: BURYING BELIEFS 
Field Code Description 
Urn BA BiU Body in Urn 
 
BUU Body under Upright Urn 
 
CF Face covered by inverted urn 
 
CIU Complete Skeleton Covered by Inverted Urn 
 
CO Other parts of skeleton covered by inverted urn 
 
EGG Inverted urn atop Upright forming egg 
 
IUUI Inverted urn with Upright Urn inside 
 
MU Multiple Urns 
 
O Other 
 
U Unknown 
 
UIU Under Inverted Urn 
Urn Location ICS Inverted Complete Skeleton 
 
IFA Inverted Face area 
 
IFE Inverted Feet area 
 
IN Inverted None 
 
IP Inverted Pelvis area 
 
IT Inverted Torso area 
 
IU Inverted Unknown 
 
O Other 
 
S Several urns 
 
U Unknown 
 
UCS Upright Complete skeleton 
 
UFA Upright Face area 
 
UFE Upright Feet area 
 
UN Upright None 
 
UnCS Unknown complete skeleton 
 
UnFA Unknown Face area 
 
UnFE Unknown Feet area 
 
UnP Unknown Pelvis area 
 
UnT Unknown Torso area 
 
UP Upright Pelvis area 
 
UT Upright Torso area 
 
UU Upright Unknown 
GG Material AB Animal Bone 
 C Ceramic 
 HB Human Bone 
 O Other 
 Se Several 
 Sh Shell 
 St Stone 
GG Location Fa Face area 
 Fe Feet area 
 H Hands area 
 IU In Urn 
 P Pelvis area 
 R Random 
 T Torso area 
 U Unknown 
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APPENDIX C – THE MYTHS AND STORIES 
  
APPENDIX C.1 – GUAJIRO DEATH 
 
(From: Perrin 1987, 7-9) 
To each of us is attached a soul.  
It is like a bit of white cotton fluff,  
like smoke.  
But no one can see it.  
 
Everywhere our soul follows us  
like our shadow.  
Some even say that the shadow is the form of the soul  
and to the soul they give the name of the shadow. 
 
Our soul leaves us only when we sleep 
or when we are sick,  
when we have been pierces by the arrow of wanülü.  
 
Everything that happens in our dreams  
is what happens to our soul.  
If a Guajiro starts dreaming that he is elsewhere,  
near a well or in a house,  
or if he sees birds,  
this means that his soul has left his heart,  
na’in wayu ajuitüsü sulu na’in,  
by way of his mouth to fly away over yonder.  
But his heart continues to work.  
 
And yet it’s our soul that makes us die.  
He who dreams that he is dead never wakes up again.  
His soul has left him forever. 
He is still alive,  
he who dreams that a knife has been struck in his chest,  
but his soul is already wounded.  
Sickness is there.  
Death is near.  
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When a Guajiro is sick,  
it’s as though his soul were a prisoner in Dream’s abode.  
It’s there that the spirit of the shaman  
can find it and bring it back to the sick man.  
But if he doesn’t find it,  
if it is hidden,  
if it has gone back somewhere, 
the Guajiro dies.  
His soul has crossed the way, 
the way of the dead Indians:  
spüna wayu ouktüsü,  
the Milky Way.  
It heads for the sea, 
to go to the house where already are gathered  
sisters, mothers, maternal uncles, brothers… 
 
And the dying man breathes his last words:  
“I’m going off now, I’m going off.  
I’m going to die.  
I’m going off and will never be back.”  
But already his soul has left and will never be back. 
It has taken its mount. 
It has loaded it with baggage and hammocks. 
It has gone to its homeland, 
over there, in Jepira, the land of the yolujas. 
When they die, the Guajiro become yolujas. 
They go to Jepira, by the Milky Way, 
the way of the dead Indians. 
There is where their houses are.  
 
It is the souls of the dead who come back to earth 
by way of our dreams. 
They are the ones that are met by our souls 
when we dream of the dead. 
Here sometimes their shadows are seen. 
They are the yolujas, 
shadows of the dead on earth.  
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When we die, then, our soul is not lost. 
Only our bones are lost. 
Our bones and our skin. 
Our soul goes off, that is all. 
What leaves is like our shadow, 
or like our silhouette, blurred, hazy… 
 
But we die twice,  
once here 
and once in Jepira.  
(Recounted by Makaerü Jintu, Setuma Pushaina, Semaria Apshana, Ramansita Uliyu, and 
“Masakai” Uliyu).  
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APPENDIX C.2 – TWO BROTHERS  
 
(From: Perrin 1987, 102-4) 
Two brothers loved each other dearly.  
The elder died.  
He was buried beneath a tree, near his house,  
as was the custom in former times.  
 
Each day the younger visited him.  
He wept by his tomb.  
Such had long been his wont  
when he encountered an alijuna [foreigner].  
"Why do you weep?" he asked.  
The alijuna was alive, like the Guajiro.  
 
He was not a yoluja.  
“I am weeping for my dead brother.”  
“Do you want to see him?”  
“I would love to see him again!”  
“I’ll take you there, to Jepira, the abode of the yolujas.”  
 
The alijuna would sell alcohol there to the yolujas.  
They would get drunk.  
That was his business.  
The alijuna was alive,  
but the yolujas did him no harm.  
 
At nightfall  
the alijuna told the Guajiro to get ready.  
It took them three days to reach Jepira.  
There the alijuna hid the Guajiro.  
He put him under a barrel with a small hole in it.  
The Guajiro saw his brother  
drunk among the drunken yolujas.  
 
“What a fragrance! What is it that smells of muskmelon?  
Give it to us, alijuna!” the yolujas said.  
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For them the living Guajiro smelled of muskmelon.  
The dead brother went up to the alijuna.  
“Go away! Go back with my brother  
or else I'll hand him over to the yolujas!  
I don't want to see him!”  
The yoluja threatened the alijuna.  
 
And so he had to leave without being paid.  
They took three days to get back.  
“Your brother did not want to see you.”  
The alijuna repeated to the Guajiro his brother's words.  
“He drove me away and yet we loved one another!”  
 
On his return, the Guajiro disinterred his brother.  
He went and got some wood and burned his bones.  
Then he buried the ashes.  
Thus he caused him to die forever.  
 
The alijuna returned among the yolujas:  
“Have you seen the yoluja who spoke to you last time?”  
they asked him,  
“He has vanished,” they added;  
“We haven't seen him for several days.”  
 
The alijuna went and told the Guajiro:  
“Your brother’s no longer in Jepira.”  
“Good! So he's dead, then, he has disappeared!”  
he said.  
 
The Guajiro was light of heart.  
The yoluja was dead for his bones had been burnt.  
(Recounted by Sepana Epieyu on September, 8 1969).  
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APPENDIX D – DIAGRAM HIGHLIGHTING GENERAL OBSERVED PATTERNS. 
 
APPENDIX D.1 – FORMAT OF DIAGRAM PRIMARY VS SECONDARY BURIALS.  
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APPENDIX D.2 – FORMAT OF DIAGRAM UNKNOWN BURIALS. 
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APPENDIX D.3 – DIAGRAMS OF THE BURIALS WITHIN THE RESEARCH AREA. 
 
APPENDIX D.3.1 – PRIMARY VS SECONDARY BURIALS, TANKI FLIP. 
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APPENDIX D.3.2 – UNKNOWN BURIALS, TANKI FLIP.  
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APPENDIX D.3.3 – PRIMARY VS SECONDARY BURIALS, SANTA CRUZ. 
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APPENDIX D.3.4 – UNKNOWN BURIALS, SANTA CRUZ. 
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APPENDIX D.3.5 – PRIMARY VS SECONDARY BURIALS, GAIRACA. 
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APPENDIX D.3.6 – UNKNOWN BURIALS, GAIRACA. 
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APPENDIX D.3.7 – PRIMARY VS SECONDARY BURIALS, LA PITÍA. 
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APPENDIX D.3.8 – PRIMARY VS SECONDARY BURIALS, LOS TAMARINDOS. 
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APPENDIX D.3.9 – PRIMARY VS SECONDARY BURIALS, WEST TRENCH. 
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APPENDIX D.3.10 – PRIMARY VS SECONDARY BURIALS, LA MATA. 
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APPENDIX D.3.11 – UNKNOWN BURIALS, LA MATA. 
 
 
